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College student engagement is an important factor that contributes to student success. This study 
is one of the first to explore student engagement in undergraduate social work education by 
examining engagement levels among at-risk social work students.  In this study, two types of at-
risk student groups were studied: First Generation College Students (FGCS) and transfer 
students.  A cross sectional research design was used.  Secondary analysis was performed on 
data gathered by the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) from five accredited, 
Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programs in one southeast state.  A sample of 135 BSW seniors 
xi 
were included in this study and their levels of engagement were measured using four engagement 
types (peer to peer, student with faculty, student with university, and student with profession).  
Univariate and bivariate statistical procedures were used to examine the data and describe the 
sample.  Hierarchical and logistic regression were used to test whether membership in an at-risk 
group could predict student engagement.  There was a moderate to strong relationship between 
the four types of student engagement.  Together, they indicated a good measure of BSW student 
engagement.  FGCS had statistically significant lower levels of student engagement in three out 
of the four engagement types (peer to peer, student with faculty, and student with profession) 
than their non-FGCS counterparts.  Practice implications for BSW programs to address low 
student engagement for FGCS through specific programming were provided.  Transfer students 
had no statistically significant differences in any of the four types of student engagement 
compared to their non-transfer counterparts.  Two explanations were posited for these findings; 
that social work programs are small in size and facilitate targeted student engagement that act as 
engagement “protective factors” and, by the time transfer students completed this survey they 
had already adopted the academic and cultural expectations requisite for success.  Lastly, 
membership in an at-risk group, specifically FGCS, may predict lower levels of engagement in 
certain engagement types.  The overall findings identify areas of low student engagement which 
afford BSW programs opportunities to create tailored programming to address it, especially 
among FGCS.  Suggestions for future studies are also discussed. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 “Lost in the shuffle” describes the way some students feel when entering college as 
freshmen or as transfer students from other post-secondary institutions.  In particular, transfer 
students, some from small four year universities and many from two year community colleges, 
face challenges such as large class sizes, establishing meaningful and integrative relationships in 
a new environment, and navigating through a large network of university resources.  Other 
students may be the first in their family to attend college, what many scholars reference in the 
literature as “first generation college students” (Bulger & Watson, 2006; Forbus, Newbold, & 
Mehta, 2011; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, Terenzini, (2004); Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 
Soria & Stebleton, 2012).  For many of these students, the risk of failure is greater than for 
students who enter college with better academic preparation and/or those with college educated 
family members who serve as role models and provide various supports (Engle, 2007).  Students 
who do not successfully persist from one year to the next (ie: from freshman to sophomore, 
sophomore to junior, etc…), do not meet minimum grade performance expectations, do not meet 
measured length of time to degree completion, or do not graduate at all are considered as failures 
(Engle, 2007).  These students may be considered vulnerable or at-risk because of the severe 
consequences associated with college failure. 
Students and colleges/universities anticipate successful college experiences. According to 
National Center for Educational Statistics (2015)1, “...about 59 percent of students who began 
seeking a bachelor's degree at a 4-year institution in fall 2007 completed that degree within 6 
years.  The graduation rate for females (62 percent) was higher than the rate for males (56 
2 
percent)” (“Institutional Retention and Graduation Rates,” para. 1). These data reflect 
percentages of first-time, full-time undergraduates retained at 4-year degree-granting institutions 
in the 2012-2013 academic year.  The remaining 38%-44% did not graduate within six years and 
many will never graduate, leaving students without a college degree and often heavy student loan 
debt associated with the cost of attending college.     
 For the 2012–13 academic year, annual current dollar prices for 
undergraduate tuition, room, and board were estimated to be $15,022 at 
public institutions, $39,173 at private nonprofit institutions, and $23,158 at 
private for-profit institutions. Between 2002–03 and 2012–13, prices for 
undergraduate tuition, room, and board at public institutions rose 39 percent, 
and prices at private nonprofit institutions rose 27 percent, after adjustment 
for inflation” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015, Response, 
para. 1)c ( See Appendix A).  
With the average US college graduation rate hovering around 59%, colleges and 
universities seek ways to help students avoid for some, what becomes a lifelong struggle to pay 
back student loan debt that has no return on investment.   
Statement of the Problem 
Students enter social work degree programs to acquire essential skill sets that provide a 
foundation from which to positively impact the lives of others.  The purpose of social work 
education is to prepare students to become competent, ethical, professional practitioners and 
policy makers (CSWE, 2008).   As such, social work education is complex and challenging; 
unfortunately, not all students complete their social work degree.  Some social work students fail 
to meet the minimum academic requirements set forth by the program/university and may be “at-
risk” for premature departure from college without a degree which in turn, limits student’s 
professional employment opportunities, (Kuh, Kinzie, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007).  
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Individuals without a social work degree may be severely hindered in their ability to 
positively impact the lives of others in positions labeled “social work”.  In today’s overall social 
services job market, possessing an undergraduate degree is imperative for professional 
employment.  "In the human capital economy that dominates the world, honesty and hard work 
are no longer sufficient for success; individual and social welfare are increasingly determined by 
formal education for men and women, for all racial and ethnic groups, in every corner of the 
country" (Mortenson, 2000, p. 38).  Furthermore, social work students who fail to persist or 
graduate face even harder challenges working in the social work field.  In many states, “title 
protection” laws are in place to ensure that those who hold positions with the words “social 
work” in their job title must possess a minimum four year degree in social work from an 
accredited institution; ultimately ensuring that services rendered, stem from and are influenced 
by the values associated with our profession’s ethics and standards.  By understanding how 
social work students experience and engage in their undergraduate social work education, in 
particular those labeled “at-risk”, colleges and universities who have undergraduate social work 
programs can create and provide more effective programming to ensure that students will have 
access to necessary supports to further their persistence to become successful college graduates. 
Significance for Social Work 
The consequences and impact of student failure is felt by students, institutions, and future 
client populations.  When social work students fail to persist or drop out of school for academic 
or financial reasons, not only do they lack a formal college degree, but many are left with a debt 
that they are unable to repay.  This leaves many individuals underemployed with little to no 
economic security and often in financial crisis. 
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Another consequence of school failure is associated with loss to the social work 
profession. With a projected employment growth in the social work field to increase by 19% by 
the year 2020, the profession is in need of qualified individuals, those with a minimum four year 
degree in social work from an accredited school, to work in all areas of social welfare (United 
States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012).  For most who are interested in a 
direct helping profession, social work may be an ideal fit.  Not all students find social work to be 
a good fit.  However, for every student who feels social work is a good fit and fails to graduate, it 
is a loss to the profession.    
Unfortunately, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE), the body that accredits 
all schools of social work at the bachelors and masters level, provides no national databases that 
track persistence or graduation rates for schools of social work.  Thus, it is challenging to paint a 
national picture of four and six year undergraduate graduation rates among Bachelor of Social 
Work programs.   
We do know however something about the extent of the need for social work 
professionals.  In 2012, over 607,000 social workers were employed in a variety of settings with 
diverse client populations.  By 2020, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2012) projects the field 
to add an additional 114,100 jobs in the various areas of social welfare.  These social work 
positions exist in the following areas: child welfare (school social workers, family services social 
workers, child protective service workers, or occupational social workers), medical and public 
health (hospital social workers, individual and family service social workers, or social workers in 
nursing and personal care facilities), mental health and substance abuse (substance abuse social 
workers, mental health therapists/counselors, or social work positions in the correctional 
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systems) (United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). In order to meet 
the increasing need for qualified social work professionals, colleges and universities have a 
responsibility to examine areas of student support (in explicit and implicit ways) to increase 
persistence and improve overall social work graduation rates. 
Purpose of the Study 
 The objective of this study is to gain a better understanding of student engagement among 
“at-risk” BSW students in comparison to their non-at-risk counterparts from five southeast 
universities by exploring relationships between student demographics (sex, race/ethnicity, class 
level, enrollment status, FGCS status, transfer status, and military status) and the types of student 
engagement: peer to peer, student with faculty, student with university, & student with 
profession among ‘at risk’ student populations.   
Chapter Two and Three will present the framework and outline for this study.  Chapter 
Two will provide definitions of student engagement and “at-risk students”, the various forms of 
student engagement and theories that provide the foundation for the study’s methodical structure.  
Chapter Three will discuss the survey and data collection methods used in this study in addition 
to the identified sample population, measures, and data analysis procedures.  Chapter Four will 
report the findings of the statistical analysis of the data and Chapter Five will answer the study 
questions in addition to a discussion about the methodological limitations of this study, 
implications for future practice and research, and a conclusion.   
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Chapter 2 
Student Engagement  
Chapter Two describes and defines student engagement as it is referenced in the 
literature, identifies and defines the four domains of student engagement, provides a definition of 
“at-risk students” and identifies the three at-risk student populations that were used in this study. 
Two theories that informed this dissertation are presented.  Lastly, the Chapter ends with a 
conceptual model and study research questions. 
Review of the Literature & Definition  
Scholars who write about “student success” (Kuh, Kinzie, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007; 
Pascarella, Pierson, & Wolniak, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2004; Yezedjian, Toews, Sevin, 
& Purswell, 2008) utilize a variety of terms and definitions.  Most often, “student success” 
focuses on “academic success” as measured by grade performance, persistence of students 
transitioning from freshman status into their sophomore year, the overall length of time to attain 
a degree, and, lastly, graduation (Kuh, Kinzie, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007; Becker et al, 2009; 
Brown & Burdsal, 2012; Daley & Sidell, 2013; Dika, 2012; and Griswold, 2014).  While 
academic success is a central element of “student success”, a growing literature argues for 
attention to factors that are critical to understanding “student success” (Bulger & Watson, 2006; 
Campbell & Nutt, 2008; McCarthy & Kuh, 2006; Sayles & Shelton, 2005).  One of the most 
important factors is student engagement.  
Wolf-Wendel, et al (2009) summarize: 
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… high levels of student engagement are associated with a wide range of educational 
practices and conditions, including purposeful student-faculty contact, and active 
collaborative learning.  Engagement is also associated with institutional environments that 
are perceived by students as inclusive and affirming, and where expectations for 
performance are clearly communicated and set at reasonably high levels (p. 413). 
Student engagement is referenced throughout post-secondary educational literature in a 
variety of ways.  For example, “engagement” has been used to describe engaged student 
learning, cognitive student engagement, student/community engagement, and activities 
associated with peer/faculty interaction.  Nevertheless, much of the scholarly literature related to 
student engagement (Hatch, 2012; Pascarella, & Terenzini 2005; Wolf-Wendal, Ward, & Kinzie 
2009; Zhao & Kuh, 2004) points to and references Kuh’s (2001, 2003, 2009) definition of 
student engagement: “...the amount of time and effort students devote to activities that are 
empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce students to 
participate in these activities” (Kuh, 20091, p.683). This definition, which is used throughout this 
dissertation, implies that student engagement is an integral component of the “college 
experience” that is both student and institutionally based.  
 Kuh (2001) and Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) suggest that a quality undergraduate 
education is made up of engaged students; students who engage in their classes, with their peers, 
faculty, institutional entities, as well as with discipline specific professional organizations 
(Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005).  More recently, student engagement in communities, through 
‘service learning’, has afforded students opportunities to participate in collaborations between 
institutions of higher education and their larger communities for the mutually beneficial 
exchange of knowledge and resources (Driscoll, 2014).  
8 
 The emergence of the concept of student engagement can be traced to the work of Robert 
Pace who developed the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ) in 1979 to identify 
the activities that contributed to various dimensions of student learning and personal 
development.  Pace’s research indicated that when students spent more time studying, engaging 
with their peers and faculty, and successfully connecting what they learned in the classroom to 
other environments and situations, what he termed “quality of effort”, they gained more from 
their college experiences (Kuh, 20091).  These purposefully planned activities contribute to 
students’ learning in environments and situations beyond traditional academics.  
Astin (1984) expanded on Pace’s popularized “quality of effort” concept with his “theory 
of involvement” which underscored issues associated with behavioral and psychological 
elements of student’s time on task.  Astin, as cited by Milem and Berger (1997), provided five 
basic postulates to his theory: 
 ... (a) involvement means the investment of physical and psychological energy in 
different objects that range in degree of their specificity, (b) involvement occurs along a 
continuum, with different students investing different amounts of times, (c) involvement 
includes quantitative and qualitative components, (d) the amount of student learning and 
personal development is directly proportional to the quality and quantity of involvement, 
and (e) the effectiveness of any educational practice is directly related to the capacity of 
that policy or practice to increase involvement, (p. 387).    
 
 
These postulates accentuated the importance of student engagement, student 
achievement, and student persistence on college success vis a vis degree attainment (Kuh, 
20091).  Building on Pace (1979) and Astin’s (1984) research pertaining to “quality of effort” 
and “theory of involvement”,  Chickering and Gamson (1987) highlighted aspects of student 
engagement when they identified ‘seven good practices’ associated with undergraduate 
education: “(a) student-faculty contact, (b) active learning, (c) prompt feedback, (d) time on task, 
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(e) high expectations, (f) respect for diverse learning styles, and (g) cooperation among students” 
(Kuh, 20091, p. 684).  Each of the aforementioned practices can include components of student 
engagement. 
In 1999, Kuh (2001) incorporated most of the previous published literature about student 
engagement (Astin, 1984; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Pace, 1979; Pascarella, 1985; Tinto, 
1987) into a measurement instrument, the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), to 
measure student engagement.  In sum, Pace’s (1979) “quality of effort” concept, Astin’s (1984) 
“theory of involvement”, Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) ‘seven good practices’ for “high 
quality teaching and learning settings”, and Kuh’s (2001) NSSE, form the cornerstone of the 
discussions asserting that the more engaged a student is in his or her college experiences the 
more successful he or she will be, broadly speaking.  Kuh’s intent on creating the NSSE was to 
provide accurate data for college institutions to use to improve undergraduate student 
experiences, to identify and document effective education practices, and to advocate for 
acceptance of empirically derived conceptions of collegiate quality (Kuh, 20092).  As reviewed 
below, the NSSE data has been used to answer several questions about undergraduate student 
experiences in a variety of settings.  However, there are no empirical studies that examine BSW 
student engagement using the NSSE data; such studies could provide a solid foundation from 
which to better understand how social work students engage and how to improve social work 
student educational experiences. 
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Types of Student Engagement  
Peer to peer 
Student engagement occurs in a variety of settings, through various interactions with a 
wide assortment of peers, faculty and university representatives, in different environments, and 
in important formal and informal activities.  Kuh et al. (2007) noted that various peer to peer 
engagements are as critical to a student’s success as faculty and classroom interactions because 
they enhance student’s feelings of being socially integrated.  In particular, personal and academic 
development that takes place through student’s interactions with other students outside of the 
classroom is a major factor in academic persistence to advance from one semester to the next 
(Kuh, 2007).   
 Peer to peer student engagement is characterized by student time and effort devoted to 
collegial activities as well as what universities do to induce student to student engagement.  
Student effort may be considered: participation in student government, student organizations, 
collaborative learning groups in and out of the classroom, and may also be informal social 
activities like socializing in small groups, going out to eat, or support of each other regarding 
personal life issues.  A growing literature (Frazier & Eighmy 2012; Hatch, 2012; Rocconi, 2011; 
Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008; Zhao & Kuh, 2004) suggests that planned and 
purposeful opportunities for peer engagement of college students impacts their learning 
throughout their college experience.  
Zhao & Kuh (2004) studied students who participated in peer to peer interaction through 
some form of learning community; interacting with each other through academic, social and 
living activities. They found that students who reported these experiences had larger collegiate 
gains than students who did not participate in learning communities.  Curricular, classroom, and 
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residential “living learning communities” are three examples of institutionally driven initiatives 
associated with peer to peer student engagement.  Curricular learning communities are typically 
made up of students who take at least two “themed” courses together in their first semester.  This 
type of learning community promotes peer to peer engagement in multiple classes through study 
groups, sharing of similar interests, ideas, and majors.  The classroom learning community 
employs various learning techniques and activities that are centrally focused in the classroom 
using discipline-specific pedagogical practices.  The third type, residential or “living learning” 
communities, combine approaches of curricular and classroom learning communities and adds a 
living component to the community experience.  “Living/learning” communities also tie in 
community service or “service learning” opportunities and other additional out of class 
engagement opportunities (Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  Regardless of the type of peer interaction, 
student’s engagement with each other contributes to a sense of community, belonging, shared 
experiences, and various student supports which have been linked to student persistence and 
student success (Frazier, & Eighmy, 2012; Rocconi, 2011; Kuh et al., 2008).   
Specific to schools of social work, peer to peer engagement may include: academic study 
groups, social work student associations, peer mentoring programs, social work networking 
groups, alumni organizations, and other on and off campus student activities.  In addition, social 
work students also engage with each other in classroom settings through activities such as 
general all-class discussions, role plays, class presentations, small group activities, or 
collaborative learning projects.  While anecdotal evidence suggests that all or some of these 
types of peer engagement exist in social work programs, there is little to no published social 
work literature that captures these types of peer to peer engagements as specific components of 
12 
student engagement or examines them as important aspects of students’ experiences that lead to 
student success.  
Student Engagement with Faculty 
 Faculty serve as teachers, mentors, & academic advisors.  Specifically, Umbach & 
Wawrynski (2005) found that an important element of social integration is made up of regular 
interaction and engagement that takes place between faculty and students.  Furthermore, Dika 
(2012) found that the quality of the interactions between faculty and students are better 
predictors of student learning and performance than are the number of interactions.   
 A major faculty responsibility in professional disciplines like social work is to help 
students put into practice what they are learning in the classroom -- practice that incorporates 
theory, ethics, the complexity of the human condition, and as professional social workers the 
skill to effectively problem solve and interact with clients, peers, and supervisors .  This includes 
interacting with students in the classroom, providing professional developmental feedback on 
papers, and discussing ideas that originate from within the classroom but extend outside of the 
classroom learning environment (Wrenn & Wrenn, 2009).  One important role social work 
educators play is to assist students when they “fail”. This is important not only when students 
experience academic failure but also when the outcome of working with clients or client systems 
in student’s field education environment does not come to fruition as anticipated.     
According to the Council on Social Work Education (2014), the average BSW program 
size is approximately 116.6 students.  This often equates to small classroom sizes (15-25 
students) and small faculty-student ratios.  Classes with small faculty-student ratios provide 
opportunities for meaningful exchanges and interactions between students and faculty that 
facilitate an interactive and engaged learning environment often found in social work programs.  
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In addition to student and faculty classroom engagement, it is suspected that there are other 
meaningful and important engagement activities that occur outside of the classroom and through 
academic advising that have yet to be empirically explored in social work education. 
Academic Advising 
Academic advising is a key engagement activity between students and faculty.  
According to O’Bannon (1972) as cited by Daly & Sidell (2013), academic advising is defined as 
“... a partnership in which the advisor guides the advisee to increased self- awareness and goal 
fulfillment” (p. 38).  Traditionally, full time faculty have served as academic advisors, according 
to Levy (1995).  This phenomena is changing with the introduction of professional advisors 
whose sole focus is supporting students through academic advising activities (Ward, 2011).  In 
1979, the National Academic Advising Association (NACADA) was established to formalize the 
important role that advisors played in student success.  NACADA’s initial approach to academic 
advising was to utilize a more “prescriptive” model in working with students; helping them 
choose appropriate majors and assisting them in the selection of courses required by their 
identified major.   NACADA expanded their initial “prescriptive” model of advising to 
incorporate a “developmentally” engaged model that included elements of teaching, academic 
and professional modeling, career development, professional trajectories, and personal goal 
setting utilizing a myriad of institutional and community resources.  During this process, 
advisors and students establish strong connections and professional associations that often 
support students even after graduation (Daly & Sidell, 2013). 
Utilizing NACADA’s prescriptive and developmental approaches to academic advising, 
faculty engage with students in focused ways.  In professional programs like social work, 
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connecting student’s learning in the classroom to their emerging professional experiences in their 
field work is key to assisting social work students formulate their identity and role as future 
practitioners.  Koerin, Harrigan, & Reeves (1990), posited that: 
The transition from student to social worker is a process which social work educators 
do not control but can facilitate. Although the final phases of the transition occur after 
students begin employment, educators typically assume responsibility for preparing 
students to become social workers. However, the responsibilities of faculty should 
extend beyond curriculum delivery to include specific strategies for assisting the 
student transition to professional employment (p. 199). 
Student Engagement with Profession 
Student’s learning in professional programs like social work includes not only the 
traditional classroom environment but also student’s dedicated time and effort that takes place in 
communities and professional social work settings and organizations.  Shulman (2005)1 
introduced the term “signature pedagogy” pertaining to specific methods of teaching and 
learning related to specific professions.  This type of teaching approach purposefully engages 
students in their profession’s rudimentary roles pertaining to “... thinking, performing, and acting 
with integrity” (Wayne, Bogo, & Raskind, 2010, p. 327).  According to the Council on Social 
Work Education (2008), field education has been identified as social work’s signature pedagogy 
and “... is a central form of instruction and learning to socialize students to perform the role of 
practitioner- connect and integrate theory and practice” (p. 8).   
These developing and rudimentary practitioner roles require students to begin the journey 
of self-awareness or understanding of self within the context of helping others; acknowledging 
that helping others will include work with populations from diverse backgrounds to include 
differences in race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.  This role of practitioner also includes 
students’ understanding of the values and ethics of the profession while simultaneously 
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developing and/or refining a personal code of values and ethics that will enable them to practice 
in an efficacious manner.  The pre-professional exposure in field education links student learning 
to the role that social workers are expected to fulfill in professional practice.  The same is true 
for other professional disciplines such as nursing, education, medicine, the clergy, and law 
(Shulman, 2005)2.   
 When social work students enter the “field internship” or “practicum”, their learning 
takes place in a real world environment, interacting with real clients and situations.  According to 
Wayne, Bogo, & Raskind (2010) this learning is facilitated through a two-step, interwoven 
process; first, involving student’s self-reflection of their field experiences and second, their 
ability to critically tie in classroom content pertaining to a variety of theoretical underpinnings, 
conceptual paradigms, and applicable frameworks.  This engaged and experiential learning is 
facilitated by a student’s “field instructor” or agency representative who has a social work degree 
and guides the student’s learning.  Field instruction is both a highly structured and engaged 
learning activity and an activity that facilitates enough freedom for students to individualize their 
learning experiences.  By fully engaging in their field setting with clients through professional 
social workers and agencies that serve targeted populations, social work students are able to 
acquire knowledge and skills requisite for professional practice.  In addition, students are 
exposed to the important impact that social workers have on the welfare of communities. 
Student Engagement with University  
There is a clear and expanding notion that universities play a major role in facilitating 
opportunities for students to engage.  Kuh (20091) makes note of the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities identification of ten “high impact practices” of proactively channeling 
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student’s time and energy in productive ways.  These institutionalized practices include “... first-
year seminars, learning communities, writing-intensive courses, common intellectual 
experiences, service learning, diversity experiences, student faculty research, study abroad, 
internships, and other field placements, and senior capstone experiences” (Kuh, 20091, pp.688-
689).  These efforts are part of the larger university culture in which all university members play 
a key role.   In fact, Kuh (20092) accentuates the important role that representatives or proxies of 
the university play in promoting these types of activities that occur within programs, schools, and 
throughout the larger university system.  This, in part has, to do with how schools, departments, 
programs, and administrators set expectational cultures of student engagement, both explicitly 
and implicitly as new students enter the university and professional disciplines like social work.  
As students engage in any of the aforementioned ways, they become involved in 
activities that reflect many types of learning that universities and programs create to promote 
social support and academic success.  Regardless of where and how students engage in their 
college experiences, be that with peers, faculty, university, or profession, engagement is an 
integral component to being successful in college.  Given the diversity of study body makeup at 
various universities, it may be safe to assume that students engage in different ways.  Schools of 
social work strive to have a diverse student body.  This builds social work communities able to 
respond to a range of social problems and diverse client populations.  Within this aspired, diverse 
student body, there are certain groups of students who have come to be identified as “at-risk”.  
As such, it is expected that they might engage in their educational experience in different ways 
compared to their non “at-risk” counterparts.      
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At-Risk Students 
Definition 
“At-risk” is the most pervasive term cited in literature used to describe students who are 
vulnerable to premature departure from college or who are underperforming in college (Kuh et 
al., 2007).  At-risk students include: students from historically underserved backgrounds, first 
generation college students (FGCS), transfer students, students with learning disabilities, 
students with low socioeconomic status, students who experience mental health related 
challenges, and many serving in the military with unique needs (Bulger & Watson, 2006; 
Hassan, Jackson, Lindsay, McCabe, & Sanders, 2010; Heisserer & Parette, 2002; Kuh et al., 
2007; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Vivian, 2005).  Pascarella and Terenzini 
(2005) suggest that although all students benefit from engaging in a variety of educational 
activities, some students labeled at-risk may benefit more from particular activities. 
First Generation College Students 
  FGCS are among a growing population in American post-secondary education.  It is 
estimated that approximately 30% of all students at U.S. colleges and universities are FGCS 
(Swecker, Fifolt, & Searby, 2013).  While there is not one agreed upon definition of what 
constitutes a FGCS, much of the scholarly literature on FGCS (Engle, 2007; Forbus, Newbold, & 
Mehta, 2011; Lundberg, Schreiner, Hovaguimian, & Miller, 2007; Soria & Stebleton, 2012; 
Swecker, Fifolt, & Searby, 2013) refer to Choy’s (2001) classification of FGCS as a college or 
university student from a family where “...neither of their parents had more than a high school 
education” (p. xxx).  However, Pike & Kuh (2005) provide an alternate definition of FGCS as 
“…a college or university student from a family where no parent or guardian has earned a 
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baccalaureate degree” (Pike & Kuh, 2005, p. 277).  According to Pascarella et al. (2004), FGCS 
tend to be enrolled in a part time manner, work part or full time, live off campus, and may have 
lower levels of academic and social engagement with peers and faculty members than do their 
full-time counterparts.  Engle (2007) and Pascarella et al. (2004) further posited that FGCS often 
require some type of remedial coursework, have significantly lower grade point averages, and 
tend be at a disadvantage regarding knowledge about the technicalities and nuances of 
postsecondary education; e.g., college application processes, academic degree requirements, and 
financial aid as well as the more tenuous aspects such as study skills, college culture, and time 
management.  Pike & Kuh (2005) refer to this disadvantage as FGCS students lacking the 
necessary “cultural capital” to navigate these activities in a college environment. 
The characteristics associated with FGCS also create significantly larger obstacles for 
this group of students to actively engage with their peers, faculty, university, and also in their 
professional experiences.  For example, many FGCS live off campus or are working full or part 
time and do not have the proximity or the time needed for many student engagement 
opportunities.  In addition, the happenstance of being born to parents who do not have a college 
degree means that FGCS students may not benefit from the important “coaching”, role modeling, 
or ability to share tacit knowledge from parents who share their own college experiences (Kuh et 
al., 2007).  Furthermore, FGCS “... often experience discontinuities between the culture (i.e 
norms, values, expectations) of their families and communities and the culture that exists on the 
college campuses, which they often describe as “worlds apart” (Engle, 2007, p. 35).  Because 
many FGCS may not know how best to engage or may not understand some of the ‘normative’ 
college engagement activities, between peers, faculty, university, and profession, many FGCS 
may exhibit less student engagement than their non-FGCS counterparts. 
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  Similar to most freshmen, for many FGCS, entering college is their first experience of 
autonomy and independence.  This independence comes with a charge of managing their newly 
found freedom with the responsibility to make decisions regarding their academic, social, and 
financial responsibilities.  Yezedjian, Toews, Sevin, & Purswell (2008) posited that students’ 
successful ability to meet their needs for autonomy and independence may be as important as 
their academic demands regarding to their college experiences.  By engaging with peers, faculty, 
university, and their professional community, students learn to establish important relationships, 
formulate formal and informal academic supports, understand and address college cultural 
expectations, create foundational pre-professional identities, and most importantly create a sense 
of self as they explore their roles as future professional social workers.   
Many FGCS begin their academic journeys at community colleges and then transfer into 
four year schools (Forbus, Newbold, & Mehta, 2011).  Those FGCS who enter four year 
universities, with an interest in majoring in social work, often transfer in with associate degrees 
in Human Services (HMS) or similar trade programs with an accumulation of credits without an 
earned associate degree.  Because of this, they face additional challenges: extended time to 
completion, financial aid challenges, school & work/life balance, and fewer connections with 
classmates, faculty, and program of study (Ishitani, & McKitrick, 2010). 
Transfer Students 
Transfer students enter new four year institutions with varied academic and social 
experiences and backgrounds.  It is not uncommon for them to face a host of issues that affect 
their ability to adapt to a new college environment.  Not surprisingly, many use their past 
experiences, both positive and negative in nature, to frame their interactions in a new 
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environment.  For example, some transfer students fail to adhere to programmatic advising 
expectations, even after it has been communicated as a required engagement activity and a 
normative college expectation.  This in large part, can be due to ineffective or negative advising 
experiences from their transfer institutions or the absence of these types of collegiate 
expectations.  As a result, many transfer students may be unaware of how to use academic 
resources, participate in faculty and peer engagement opportunities, or understand the 
importance of formulating new academic and professional relationships that four year 
universities and professional programs expect.  It is also not uncommon for transfer students to 
experience higher levels of academic rigor at four year institutions compared to some institutions 
from which they transfer (Ishitani & McKitrick, 2010).  
 It is reasonable to assume that students who transfer into social work programs 
experience the same barriers as other transfer students. By identifying the challenges that transfer 
and all at-risk students face, schools of social work will be better positioned to respond to these 
identified challenges by creating proactive programming that increases students’ engagement 
throughout their academic journey.  Examples may include: creating new pathways for social 
work transfer students to BSW programs (ie: articulation agreements with local community 
colleges), explicit and intrusive advising requirements when they arrive at schools of social 
work, “peer mentoring” programs to help acclimate new transfer students through structured 
interaction and activities with current BSW juniors and seniors, and most importantly, the 
creation of an environment that is welcoming and engaging. 
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 Military Students  
With the varying levels of military troop deployments around the world in recent years, 
many who are serving are returning home from active duty eager to re-establish a civilian life.  
The 2011 GI Bill provides increased financial aid opportunities for those serving or who have 
served in the military to utilize their benefits to attend post-secondary educational institutions 
("The Post-9/11 GI-Bill," 2011).  However, some return from active duty assignments with a 
complex set of issues that can make college success extremely challenging (Flynn & Hassan, 
2010).  Many returning service members discover a civilian environment that is not well 
equipped to accommodate issues relating to their health challenges such as Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD), general health care and physical hardships caused by Traumatic Brain Injuries 
(TBI), “employment readjustment”, and a myriad of other issues (Flynn & Hassan, 2010). 
A growing military literature (Allen & Haynie, 2008; Hassan et al., 2010; Hemerly-
Brown, 2010; Romey, 2011; "The Post-9/11 GI-Bill," 2011; Zinger & Cohen, 2010) suggests a 
host of important resources necessary to meet some of the challenging issues facing many 
military students.  Positive peer to peer exchanges, advising, and faculty student interactions may 
be even more vital for military students to successfully enter, adjust, and succeed in schools of 
social work and in overall college environments than non-military students.   
It is not uncommon for military students to feel a sense of loss with regard to 
relationships that were forged between other military personnel when actively serving.  
However, many military students find that universities who support Student Veterans 
Associations (SVAs), have an office of Military Support Services, and who are classified as a 
“Military Friendly School” offer important engagement opportunities that foster positive 
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exchanges between other military students, faculty, and peers regarding their college experiences 
and provide a level of encouragement and support while pursuing their degree (Hemerly-Brown, 
2010).   
Social Work Education 
The purpose of social work education is to prepare students to become competent, 
professional practitioners that promote social justice and help diverse and often vulnerable 
populations.  Schools of social work require students to complete professional programming that 
combines a curriculum of evidence-based course work with practice based field internships to 
effectively prepare them for professional practice with diverse client populations.  This 
professional programming takes place both explicitly and implicitly, within the classroom and in 
professional environments through internships or “field education”.  The explicit curriculum is 
comprised of instructional programming, identified coursework, and is governed by university 
and school policies.  The implicit curriculum materializes in the educational environment 
(classroom and field education) in which the explicit curriculum is delivered (Council on Social 
Work Education, 2009). 
In virtually all schools of social work, both the classroom and field are the primary 
environments through which the explicit curriculum is delivered (Council on Social Work 
Education, 2009).  Due to content and teaching pedagogy, many social work programs have 
smaller classroom sizes than those in non-professionally designated institutional units, especially 
at the undergraduate level.  The intent is to facilitate opportunities for students to learn necessary 
interactive skill sets to effectively practice within the professional environment through hands on 
role play activities, classroom discussions, and student group exchanges requiring critical 
thinking and ethical decision making.  These exchanges provide a direct interface between 
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faculty members and students that facilitate an interactive learning environment.  “It is 
imperative that students in professional programs be able to put into practice what they have 
learned in the classroom.  To help students become capable and competent practitioners requires 
that they have training in self-awareness, knowledge acquisition, and skill building” (Wrenn & 
Wrenn, 2009, p. 258).  
     Most schools of social work have implicit advising guidelines to further extend the role 
of academic and professional interaction.  An advisor is someone who not only answers student’s 
questions about degree requirements and academic policies but also helps students learn the 
skills necessary to be successful within university and professional settings (Darling, 2015; 
Workman, 2015; Grites & Gordon, 2009; Koerin, Harrigan, & Reeves, 1990).  This is done by 
fostering a professional relationship with each student relevant to their academic, personal, and 
professional identity (Sayles & Shelton, 2005).  It is this advisor-advisee relationship that 
establishes a foundation from which students model their interactions with other faculty and 
professional field educational experiences; ultimately setting the stage for future professional 
employment.   
Review of Empirical Findings 
   The majority of empirical studies that have examined college student engagement have 
been theory driven.  Studies have utilized Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement and variations of 
Bourdieu (1984), Coleman (1988), and Putnam’s (2000) theory of social capital to explain the 
importance of ‘who’ students engage with and the impact of that engagement on their academic 
success (Bowen et al, 2011; Dika, 2012; Daly & Sidel, 2013; Griswold, 2014; Hu, 2011; Kuh et 
al, 2008; Metz, 2006; Popkess & McDaniel, 2011).   In particular, Astin’s (1984) theory of 
student involvement, defined as “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the 
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student devotes to the academic experience” (Astin, 1999, p.518), has helped researchers focus 
on student success by understanding how students engage in their college experiences and how 
this engagement influences student persistence, student retention, and graduation rates (Kuh et 
al, 2007).  
Much of the student engagement research has focused on the interactions that occur 
between students and their peers (Frazier & Eighmy, 2012; Rocconi, 2011; Zhao & Kuh, 2004), 
students and faculty (Cook-Sather, 2012; Daly & Sidell, 2013; Dika, 2012; Keys, Schneider, & 
King, 2013; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005), students and profession (Beachboard, Beachboard, 
Li, & Adkison, 2011; Bowen et al., 2011; Hu & Wolniak, 2013), and generally speaking, 
students and their post-secondary institutions of learning (Soria & Stebleton, 2013).  Most of 
these studies have either collected primary, cross sectional, self-reported student data (Hu, 2011; 
Bowen et al., 2011 ) or examined secondary, cross sectional data sets, such as the NSSE that 
included the aforementioned student engagement types (Becker et al, 2009; Brown & Burdsal, 
2012; Daley & Sidell, 2013; Dika, 2012; Griswold, 2014; Kuh, 2007; Mertz, 2006;  Popkess & 
McDaniel, 2011).  While some variation in outcome data exists, most of the empirical literature 
indicates a positive, correlational relationship between an increase in student engagement and 
better grades (Kuh, 20091) and increased persistence and overall graduation rates (Hutchison, 
2015; Popkess & McDaniel 2011xc f; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008; Mertz, 
2006; Kuh, 2002).  Specifically, Kuh et al. (2008) posited that student engagement in 
educationally purposeful activities were positively related to academic outcomes (grades) of first 
year students.  This is an important finding given that the better the grades first year students 
earn the more likely they are to persist into their second year of college and beyond (Kuh et al., 
2008).   
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Other empirical studies have utilized data from the National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE) to understand how students engage in their college experiences by utilizing 
social capital theory to frame student’s engagement (Berry, 2008; Griswold, 2014; Duplantis, 
2013; Mertz, 2006; Miracle, 2013; Shinde, 2008).  The NSSE was developed in 1998 as a new 
approach to gathering information about students’ educational experiences and piloted in 1999 
with funding from The Pew Charitable Trusts.  It was created to address the need to examine 
student engagement and gain a better understanding of student educational experiences in 
college.   
The survey reports cross sectional data reflecting how freshman and senior students, at 
participating universities and colleges, engage with their peers, faculty, and institutions.  The 
findings from these studies vary depending on participating universities and colleges but in 
general, are good measures of student engagement (Kuh et al., 2008).  A disciplined specific 
study would afford a closer examination of the amount of time and effort BSW students spend 
engaging in various activities that positively contribute to their educational experiences.  
Very little research has been conducted on student engagement within schools of social 
work.  Of the limited social work literature, Daly & Sidell (2013) examined the quality of social 
work advising in a small BSW program.  This study found that only 50% of students advising 
experience was “above average”, indicating that half of the polled students may not have 
received the quality experience they were seeking.   Moriarty, Manthorpe, Chauhan, Jones, 
Wenman, & Hussein (2009) interviewed social work students, social work educators, and higher 
education administrators pertaining to recruitment and retention of students in four English, 
higher education institutions which highlighted key barriers to persistence and graduation 
relating to student populations who access social work education later on in life.  Examples of 
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these barriers included: learning disabilities that were not identified, the necessity for students to 
be employed part time or full time, caring responsibilities for family members, and poor 
academic strength.  Lastly, Martin and Pyles’ (2012) study examined how well social work 
programs prepared university administrators to be a part of the Engaged University Movement 
which they argue should be included as a subfield of community practice.    
 Despite the ability of the NSSE to provide insights into experiences for students of many 
disciplines, there are no empirical studies that have utilized the NSSE to examine bachelor of 
social work (BSW) student engagement; specifically, BSW student populations labeled “at-risk” 
or “vulnerable”.  This dissertation will utilize 2011 NSSE data from five universities in the 
southeastern United States that have BSW programs, to examine how “at-risk” BSW students 
engage in their college experience. 
Theory 
   Many theories have been associated with understanding student persistence, student 
success, and student engagement, most notably, General Systems Theory and Social Capital 
Theory.  These theoretical perspectives provide insights to better understand college student 
engagement focused on at-risk students in undergraduate schools of social work.  Fawcett (1999) 
posited that theory is comprised of “...a set of relatively concrete and specific concepts and 
propositions that describe or link those concepts” (p. 4).  Theories facilitate an understanding of 
how and why phenomena happens, offering a way by which to study and understand daily life 
and identified social problems. 
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General System Theory 
General Systems Theory (GST), as articulated by Stein (1974) and von Bertalanffy 
(1981) provides a framework for how large systems function; how the many moving parts or 
“cogs in a wheel” behave independently yet are essential to the functioning of the entire system.  
GST emerged in the social science field during the 20th century to explain how groups or parts 
of large systems interrelate in the social world. Von Bertalnaffy was the pioneer of GST and 
focused on its usefulness of exploring cause and effect in the social world (Turner, 2011). 
Similar to other large organizations, universities are comprised of many individual parts 
that, although sometimes operating autonomously, contribute to the functioning of a larger 
system or “the whole”.  Student engagement, intended to facilitate student success, has been 
identified as a function and a goal of many universities and can be understood within the context 
of the larger university system (Kuh, 2009)1.  GST may provide a useful lens by which to 
understand how the components and activities associated with student engagement occur within 
a system of postsecondary learning. The continuum of activities most associated with student 
engagement within the larger college and university systems range from recruitment and 
retention initiatives to post graduation employment.    
University admissions’ offices are the first to engage with students as they seek to recruit 
students from high schools, community colleges, and those currently in the work force.  The 
engagement strategies of admission offices include direct mailings, electronic emails and social 
media campaigns, and on campus ‘open house’ type opportunities where potential students can 
engage with current students, faculty, and university environments.  These types of recruitment 
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activities are vitally important in helping students assess their fit for an institution and can be 
regarded as student engagement with university. 
Another student engagement with university activity is the admissions process which is 
further linked to the financial aid opportunities, central to most at-risk student’s ability to attend 
college.  A student’s decision to attend a particular college or university may depend on the 
financial aid package that the federal government and/or the university awards (Stewart, Doo, & 
Kim, 2015).  The speed and accuracy of the information that admissions and financial aid offices 
provide potential students often influences a student’s decision to enroll in a particular university 
and plays an important role in the initial engagement of a student with the university 
environment.  Stewart et al. (2015) further state that financial aid plays an important role in 
student retention and graduation rates based on annual award packages and a student’s overall 
debt accumulated upon graduation. These types of recruitment activities refer back to a key 
component of Kuh’s (2009)1 definition of student engagement by referencing what colleges and 
institutions do to induce participation in key decision activities. For at-risk students in particular, 
who may not have had the cultural capital “...degree of ease and familiarity that one has with the 
‘dominant’ culture of a society” (Bills, 2000, p. 90), associated with  college educated parents or 
siblings, these recruitment activities become the primary signals for the kinds of experiences they 
can anticipate at any university system. 
Basically, a systems perspective compels us to consider peer to peer engagement, student 
with faculty engagement, student with university engagement, and student with profession 
engagement as a totality of activities and components of the larger university system that 
contribute to a holistic student engagement experience.  For example, peer to peer engagement 
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may take the form of academic study groups, social work student associations, peer mentoring 
programs, social work student networking groups, or student engagement with alumni 
organizations.  Student engagement with faculty manifests by faculty interacting with students in 
the classroom, providing professional and developmental feedback on papers, discussing ideas 
that originate from within the classroom but extend outside of the classroom learning 
environment, and working with students in an advising capacity.  Examples of student 
engagement with university activities include first-year seminars, learning communities, writing-
intensive courses, common intellectual experiences, service learning, diversity experiences, 
study abroad, and senior capstone experiences.   
 Lastly, student engagement with profession highlights time and effort associated with 
activities and professional development that occur outside of the classroom, in professional work 
environments and in the community.  Activities and professional development include the 
formulation of personal values and professional code of ethics necessary for professional 
practice, an appreciation and understanding of difference for people of other racial and ethnic 
backgrounds, a student’s overall contribution to the welfare of community, and a deeper 
understanding of self as it relates to work with others.   
These experiences, specific to social work, occur through field education where students 
work with clients to perform the role of practitioner and where they connect and integrate theory 
to practice (CSWE, 2008).  As noted above, there are many types of student engagement 
experiences.  Systems theory suggests that each one does not happen in isolation but is a part of 
an overall constellation of services and activities provided by larger systems.  As such, different 
student populations engage in these activities and experiences in different ways.  GST provides a 
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structure or conceptual scaffolding to better understand the relationship between at-risk students 
and their college engagement and how universities facilitate opportunities or create barriers for 
students to engage.   
It is important to note that all of these student engagement experiences provide a 
foundation for students to be successful.  A weakness in any one may be compensated by 
another, but ideally all areas of engagement coalesce to provide for students to be successful.  
For example, a student may not be as engaged in “larger” university related activities but may be 
highly engaged with their peers and faculty in their major.  Higher levels of student engagement 
between peers and faculty may offset lower levels of engagement within the “larger” university.  
By conceptualizing the university as a “system” and the various types of student engagement as 
“cogs” or domains where engagement takes place, universities and programs of study, 
specifically bachelor of social work programs, can identify where students are challenged to 
engage and create programming that encourages and facilitates student engagement.   
Social Capital Theory 
While GST positions and links the various components of engagement activities within 
the university system, Social Capital Theory (SCT) anchors student engagement to different 
types of resources that are important and have value in different realms.  Initially introduced by 
Bourdieu (1986) and further developed by both Coleman (1988) and Putnam (2000), SCT posits 
that social relationships are often associated with increased access to information, skill sets, and 
power through shared networks of people.   
All three theorists describe and define social capital using slightly different lenses.  
Bourdieu (1986) refers to social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources 
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which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized 
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition or in other words, to membership in a 
group” (p. 21).  Coleman (1988) describes social capital as “… a variety of different entities, 
with two elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they 
facilitate certain actions of actors – whether individual person or corporate actors – within a 
structure” and further explicates that “…social capital is productive, making possible the 
achievement of certain ends that in its absence would not be possible” (p. S98).  Putnam (2000) 
broadly defines social capital as “connections among individual social networks and the norms 
of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p.19). 
All three definitions highlight common components that are integral to SCT: that social 
networks are key, that trust must be an essential aspect, and lastly that there are benefits or 
outcomes that occur as a result of one’s social networks.  Social networks can be classified as 
being both formal and informal; from simple friendships, companionships, relationships with 
family members, to professional working relationships.  Trust provides a level of confidence that 
facilitates the functionality of a social network.  A social network built on a strong foundation of 
trust allows individuals or “actors”, to feel confident that the resources associated with a social 
network are accessible.  Lastly, the outcomes or benefits associated with social networks such as 
“actual or potential resources”, “reciprocity”, or “achievement” provide all actors access to 
additional resources.  It is important to note that outcomes of social networks can be both 
positive and negative depending on an actor’s goal or network affiliation.  In essence, social 
networks have valuable resources that are embedded in one’s personal network (Flap, 2004). 
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  Social capital is generated in three types of networks: “bonding”, “bridging” and 
“linking” (Hawkins & Maurer, 2012; Lin, 2001; Putnam, 2000, Sreter & Woolcock, 2004; 
Tzanakis, 2013).  Bonding social capital refers to “…trusting and cooperative relations between 
members of a network who see themselves as being similar, in terms of their shared social 
identity” (Szreter & Woolcock, 2004, p. 654-655).  In this study, peer to peer student 
engagement is most closely associated with bonding social capital.  For example: class 
participation, working collaboratively with other students inside and outside of class, tutoring 
other students, and involvement with a community-based projects. 
 According to Putnam (2000), bridging refers to interactions that occur across social 
divisions.  These social divisions are referred to by Szreter and Woolcock (2004) as “… relations 
of respect and mutuality between people who know that they are not alike in some soci-
demographic (or social identity) sense (differing by age, ethnic group, class, etc…)” (p. 655).   In 
this study student engagement with faculty is most closely associated with bridging social 
capital.  Examples of this are: talking about career plans with faculty members and advisors, 
discussing ideas from classes with faculty members outside of class, getting information about 
various department or university resources, and working with faculty on research projects. 
Linking, according to Hawkins and Maurer (2012) refers to “… the byproduct of 
exchanges that arise from relationships that individuals and communities build with institutions 
and people who have relative power over them” (p. 359).  In this study student engagement with 
profession is the most closely associated with both linking and bridging social capital.  Examples 
of this type of social capital might be providing access to services, jobs, or other types of 
resources.   
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Students who can successfully create social interactions that build bridging, bonding, and 
linking networks may greatly benefit socially, academically, and professionally.  This leads to a 
question about the degree to which membership in social networks benefit or detract from 
student engagement for students who are classified at- risk?  In other words, to what extent do 
“at-risk” social work students engage with their peers, faculty, university, and profession (see 
Figure 2.1). 
Despite the known relationship between student engagement and student success in 
student populations in general, very little is known about social work students engagement 
experiences in their programs of study.  The few studies that address social work student 
engagement do so tangentially.  For example, Daly & Sidell (2013) make note of the importance 
of academic advising in a small social work program and Martin and Pyles (2012) discuss a lack 
of social work administrative training needed to facilitate active student engagement.  However, 
there have been no empirical studies that have examined how social work students engage with 
their peers, faculty, university, and profession and none using the NSSE.  
The NSSE provided an opportunity to examine ways social work students engage in their 
academic and pre-professional environments; particularly those who may be considered at-risk.  
Social Work students in general, may be more likely to exhibit various forms of student 
engagement than students in other programs for any number of reasons: small student faculty 
ratios, small classroom sizes, an integrated explicit and implicit curriculum providing purposeful 
engagement opportunities, and the fact social work’s signature pedagogy is field education 
which facilitates student’s learning through applied, professional applications.  Social work 
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programs, with an accentuated focus on student engagement are well poised to examine, study, 
and contribute to the student engagement and student success literature.  
This dissertation examined the various forms of student engagement (peer to peer, 
student with faculty, student with university, and student with profession from five southeastern 
universities who participated in the 2011 NSSE and who also have accredited BSW programs.  
This secondary data analysis identified various at-risk students from BSW programs (first 
generation college students, transfer students, and military students) and examined relationships 
between at-risk students and the different domains of student engagement.  Guided by GST, the 
study asked if there is a relationship among different types of student engagement in a group of 
BSW students and whether the relationships vary based on the at-risk status of the BSW 
students.  The outcome of the data analysis may assist schools of social work with a better 
understanding of how at-risk social work students engage and what engagement opportunities 
can be employed to induce participation in key decision activities that foster success.  Secondly, 
guided by SCT, the study examined the predictors of different types of student engagement.  In 
summary, the guiding research questions were: 
1. Is there a relationship between the different types of student engagement?  Although 
general systems theory and empirical evidence would suggest that there is a positive 
relationship between student engagement and student success, it isn’t know what the 
relationship is among the four types of student engagement (peer to peer, student with 
faculty, student with university, and student with profession).  This study is an attempt to 
answer this question. 
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2. What are the differences in student engagement for each of the at-risk groups?  The literature 
suggests that the levels of engagement may vary by some at-risk groups.  Based on the literature, 
the following hypotheses are offered for testing: 
● FGCS have less student engagement in all four student engagement types than do their 
non-FGCS counterparts. 
● Transfer students have less engagement in all four student engagement types than do their 
non-transfer counterparts. 
● Military students from institutions that are classified as being “military friendly” have as 
much peer to peer engagement and student engagement with university as do their non-
military counterparts from “non-friendly military” institutions. 
3.  To what extent does membership in at-risk groups predict student engagement?  In addition, 
the literature suggests that demographics influence the types of student engagement and need to 
be considered as part of this question.  For example, age and enrollment status may be predictors 
of student engagement.  Students who are older tend to have lower levels of student engagement.  
Figure 2.1, presents an overview and relationship of the study variables. 
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Figure 2.1. Overview of study variables and relationships to be examined 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
Chapter Three outlines the methods of this study that address the NSSE survey and data 
collection procedure, sample population, description and measures of the variables, and the data 
analysis plan.  Additionally, a brief statement on human subjects’ research protections addressing 
the methodology of this study is also provided. 
NSSE Survey and Data Collection Procedure 
NSSE Survey 
The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) Institute for Effective Educational 
Practice is sponsored through Indiana University, Bloomington at their Center for Postsecondary 
Research.  The NSSE documents dimensions of quality in undergraduate education and provides 
information and assistance to colleges, universities, and other organizations to improve student 
learning. The NSSE’s primary activity is annually surveying college students to assess the extent 
to which they engage in educational practices associated with high levels of learning and 
development. The survey consists of a self-administered questionnaire emailed to all 
undergraduate freshman and senior students at participating institutions.  The survey collects 
information in five categories: “...(1) participation in dozens of educationally purposeful 
activities, (2) institutional requirements and the challenging nature of coursework, (3) 
perceptions of the college environment, (4) estimates of educational and personal growth since 
starting college, and (5) background and demographic information” (NSSE, 2015, p.1).     
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The 2011 NSSE consisted of 100 items that captured student’s demographic information 
(gender, age, racial/ethnicity, enrollment status, etc…), self-reported engagement activities and 
perceived levels of student engagement.  The responses to the items were in the form of a 4-point 
Likert-type scale: (1-Never, 2-Sometimes, 3-Often, 4.-Very often.) or (1-Very little, 2-
Sometimes, 3-Often, 4-Very much). Within the five categories, the survey targeted five areas to 
assess levels of student engagement: Level of Academic Challenge, Active and Collaborative 
Learning, Student-Faculty Interaction, Enriching Educational Experiences, and Supportive 
Campus Environment.  Each of the five assessment areas had a topic question that corresponded 
to the individual questions that followed in that section.  For example, one target question, “In 
your experience at your institution during the current school year, about how often have you 
done each of the following?” was phrased prior to the set of questions that followed so that 
students had context to frame a response (NSSE, 2015, “NSSE Survey Instruments”, para. 1).  
One of the associated questions that followed was, “Asked questions in class or contributed to 
class discussions”.   
Institutions use NSSE data to identify aspects of the undergraduate experience 
inside and outside the classroom that can be improved through changes in policies and 
practices more consistent with good practices in undergraduate education. This 
information is also used by prospective college students, their parents, college counselors, 
academic advisers, institutional research officers, and researchers to learn more about 
how students spend their time at different colleges and universities and what they gain 
from their experiences. (NSSE, 2015, “How are NSSE results used?”, para. 1) 
 
NSSE Procedure 
 Administration and recruitment for the NSSE involved active collaboration between 
NSSE staff at the NSSE Institute for Effective Education Practice at Indiana University and 
participating campuses for approximately a 12-month time span.  Upon registration approval, 
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NSSE participating universities were assigned a “Project Services Team” that provided 
assistance with every aspect of preparing and administering the NSSE, including invitations, 
reminder messages, and actual delivery of the online survey.   
Project Service Teams collaborated with each participating institution to acquire accurate 
student contact information; both student email and local addresses so that customized emails or 
post cards providing the online survey link were sent to all registered freshman and senior 
students.  Continuing students, those classified as registered sophomore and junior students were 
not included.  Identified freshman and senior students who do not respond to the initial survey 
invitation receive a customized “Reminder 1” email or letter via the United States Post Office.  
After the first reminder, those who still had not completed the survey received a customized 
“Reminder 2” email or post card requesting participation.  A customized “Reminder 3” email 
was sent to all non-respondents followed by a “final reminder”.  This process ensured 
consistency and comparability among institutions and established a foundation for accurate 
comparisons; see details in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1. 2011 NSSE summary recruitment method 
 
 
In 2011, 668 U.S college institutions participated in the NSSE.  The national response 
rate was 33%; with a senior response rate of 37%.  The various participating institutions were 
categorized into localities: city, suburb, town, and rural.  There was very little variation in overall 
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response rates based on locality with the exception of institutions located in towns having had a 
slightly higher overall response rate (36%) and senior response rate (40%).   Of the 668 
participating institutions, 175 were located in the southeast.  Of this subset, senior student 
response rates remained the same (36%). The survey was administered in an online-web format 
(National Survey of Student Engagement, 2011).  See appendix D. 
The institutions identified in this study all used the web only or online format.  Since its 
inception in 2000, the NSSE has been used in several studies that examined relationships 
between student engagement, academic achievement (grades), persistence, and college 
graduation.  These studies (Becker et al, 2009; Brown & Burdsal, 2012; Daley & Sidell, 2013; 
Dika, 2012; Griswold, 2014; Kuh, 2007; Mertz, 2006;  Popkess & McDaniel, 2011) were 
included in Chapter Two in the Review of Empirical Findings. 
Sample 
For this dissertation study, a purposive sample was drawn from the administration of the 
NSSE in 2011 from five universities in one southeast state that had accredited, Bachelor of 
Social Work (BSW) programs from the Council on Social Work Education.  The 2011 NSSE 
survey year was selected because it capitalized on the highest number of NSSE participating 
colleges and universities that had BSW programs in the identified southeast state.  Four of the 
institutions were public universities and one was private.  One was also classified as a Historical 
Black College and University (HBCU).  Four out of the five universities were located in urban 
environments with one located in a rural setting.  All universities ranged in size; three had less 
than 6,000 registered undergraduate students each and two had more than 15,000 registered 
undergraduate students each.  In addition, two out of the five universities had been recognized as 
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“military friendly” colleges/universities by exhibiting “leading practices” in recruiting and 
supporting post-military students.  There are a number of organizations that compile information 
from various colleges and universities that rate and score an institution's level of support for 
military students and military family supports.  Military Friendly, a division of Victory Media, 
conducts annual surveys of colleges and universities to create weighted scores that institutions 
are designated to determine “leading practices” and “military friendly” status by examining the 
following categories: Academic Quality, Support on Campus, Admission & Orientation, 
Graduation and Retention Rates, Military Student Body Composition, Career Outcomes, 
Government Approval, Tuition Assistance, Flexibility, and Military Spouse Policies (Military 
Friendly Schools, 2015).   
This study analyzed the data from these five institutions and examined undergraduate, 
BSW seniors from the 2011 NSSE.  The NSSE survey targets only freshman and senior student 
populations; a total of 211 BSW freshman and seniors in the five targeted universities and 
colleges completed the NSSE survey during the targeted year.  Each institution provided the 
researcher with their institution’s BSW NSSE data via a “.sav” file associated with the Statistical 
Package of the Social Sciences (SPSS) software, version 23.  Social work seniors became the 
target population because freshman students are not a core component of social work programs.   
Measures 
As noted above, the measures for this study were based on the original five areas of 
student engagement identified by the NSSE: Level of Academic Challenge, Active and 
Collaborative Learning, Student-Faculty Interaction, Enriching Educational Experiences, and 
Supportive Campus Environment.  See Appendix B. 
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NSSE Indicators 
NSSE authors had created institutional level indicators, which they referred to as 
“benchmarks” of effective educational practice associated with the five areas of student 
engagement listed above.  However, this dissertation used the term “indicator” or “scale” in lieu 
of “benchmark” to be more consistent with overall student engagement literature.  
These indicators were created with a blend of theory and empirical analysis. 
Items were rigorously tested using both quantitative and qualitative methods 
during a multi-year development process. This process involved conducting 
focus groups and cognitive interviews with students and two years of pilot 
testing and analysis. Various statistical procedures were used to assess the 
validity and reliability of the Engagement Indicators including principal 
components analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, reliability analysis, 
generalizability theory, and item response theory.” (NSSE, 2015, “Engagement 
Indicators”, para. 1) 
 
The NSSE indicators of interest in this study are Active and Collaborative Learning (ACL), 
Student-Faculty Interaction (SFI), and Supportive Campus Environment (SCE).  The 2011 alpha 
scores for these three NSSE indicators are .67, .74, and .80 respectively. For full description of 
the 2011 NSSE measurement scales.  See Appendix C. 
The ACL indicator combines survey items about ways in which students collaborate, 
learn, and engage with their peers in and outside of the classroom.  Each scale item is measured 
by students responding to the target question: “In your experience at your institution during the 
current school year, about how often have you done each of the following?” See items in table 
3.2.  The SFI indicator combines survey items that identify ways, formally and informally, that 
faculty engage with students to positively influence cognitive growth, development, and 
persistence.  Each indicator item is measured by students responding to the target question:  “In 
your experience at your institution during the current school year, about how often have you 
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done each of the following?” See items in table 3.2.  The SCE indicator combines survey items 
that identify student’s perceptions of how much an institution encourages and emphasizes 
services and activities that supports student learning.  Each indicator item is measured by 
students responding to the target question: “To what extent does your institution emphasize each 
of the following?” See items in table 3.2.   
Several items in the NSSE are consistent with the conceptual definition of peer to peer, 
student to faculty and student to university engagement identified for this dissertation and are 
described below.  There were no identified indicators that reflected student engagement with 
profession (SPE).  However, the following items were identified based on social work 
education’s learning goals and objectives of the field experience and will serve as a proxy to 
measure the professional engagement that is derived from student field experiences.  Alternately 
stated, SPE is the time and effort associated with activities and professional development that 
students engage in, in the classroom and outside of the classroom in the field.  These items were 
used in other NSSE studies to measure such constructs as civic or community engagement 
(Griswald, 2014).  Each scale item is measured by students responding to the target question: 
“To what extent has your experience at this institution contributed to your knowledge, skills, and 
personal development in the following areas?” See items in table 3.2.   
 A review of the entire NSSE study items revealed several additional items which the 
literature suggested could be added to the indicators to enhance the measure for each of the 
student engagement concepts.  Table 3.2 shows the items used for each of the study measures, 
designating which items were in the original list of NSSE indicators and which were additional 
items.  In sum, the measures used for Peer to Peer, Student to Faculty, and Student to University 
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consisted of the originally identified NSSE items associated with the NSSE conceptualization 
combined with other NSSE items that strengthened these engagement measures. The Student to 
Profession measure was developed by the researcher with items used by the NSSE to measure 
civic or community engagement from other parts of the NSSE which would be consistent with 
student to profession engagement for social work students. 
At-risk Measures  
The variable ‘First Generation College Student’ (FGCS) was developed by combining 
two of the NSSE questions: “What is the highest level of education your father completed” and 
“What is the highest level of education your mother completed”.  These items were recoded to 
compute a new variable that captured levels of parental education.  The response options for 
these questions were as follows: “Did not finish high school”, “Graduated from high school”, 
“Attended college but did not complete degree”, “Completed an associate’s degree (A.A., A.S., 
etc.)”, “Completed a bachelor’s degree (B.A., B.S., etc.)”, “Completed a master’s degree (M.A., 
M.S., etc.)”, and “Completed a doctoral degree (Ph.D., J.D., M.D., etc.)”. 
The term first-generation college student is defined in the literature in different ways.  A 
traditional, ‘narrow definition’ describes a student from a family where “…neither of their 
parents had more than a high school education” (Choy, 2001, p. xxx).  An ‘expanded definition’ 
of FGCS describes a student from a family whose parents may have had some college experience 
but did not earn a degree.  This expanded definition captured a wider range of parental education 
than the ‘Narrow’ definition by including up to some college experience but no earned degree 
and will be the definition used in this dissertation.  In this study, the ‘expanded’ definition will 
be used to identify and describe FGCS.  Ultimately, an unsuccessful college attempt could 
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impact the necessary “cultural capital” available to their child requisite of a four year college 
environment.  
If both parents of the student had no more than a high school diploma, they were 
classified as FGCS “Narrow”.  If a student reported educational status for only one parent, and 
that parent had nothing more than a high school education, they were also classified as FGCS 
“Narrow”.  If both parents of a student had some college or less but has not completed a degree, 
they were classified as FGCS “Expanded”.  If a student reported educational status for only one 
parent, and that parent had some college or less but had not completed a degree, they were also 
classified as FGCS “Expanded” (see table 3.1). 
Table 3.1. First Generation College Students, Defined 
First Generation College Students, Defined 
Definitions First Generation Not First Generation Citation/Source 
Narrow ● Did not finish high 
school 
● Graduated from high 
school 
● Attended college but did 
not complete degree 
● Completed an associate’s 
degree  (A.A., A.S., etc.) 
● Completed a bachelor’s 
degree (B.A., B.S., etc.) 
● Completed a master’s 
degree (M.A., M.S., etc.) 
● Completed a doctoral 
degree (Ph.D., J.D., M.D., 
etc.)”. 
Choy (2001) 
Expanded   ● Did not finish high 
school 
● Graduated from high 
school 
● Attended college but 
did not complete 
degree 
● Completed an associate’s 
degree  (A.A., A.S., etc.) 
● Completed a bachelor’s 
degree (B.A., B.S., etc.) 
● Completed a master’s 
degree (M.A., M.S., etc.) 
Derived from 
Pike and Kuh 
(2005) 
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The variable “Transfer Student” was captured in the NSSE by the following question: 
“Did you begin college at your current institution or elsewhere?”  The dichotomous response 
options for this question were: “Started here” and “Started elsewhere”.  Those who selected 
“Started elsewhere” were identified as transfer students. 
Lastly, the variable “Military Student” was captured in the NSSE by the following 
question: “Are you a current or former member of the U.S. Armed Forces, Reserves, or National 
Guard?”  The dichotomous response options for this question were: “No’ or “Yes”.  Table 3.2. 
presents this study’s engagement indicators and study measures, including conceptual and 
operational definitions for at-risk and student demographic variables used in this dissertation. It 
is a detailed list of items from the 2011 NSSE that were used in this study.  The table 
summarizes the measures used, into the various domains of student engagement (peer to peer, 
student with faculty, student with university, and student with profession) including a conceptual 
definition, items associated with each domain, response categories and scoring, and lastly how 
each variable will be used in the model.   
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Table 3.2. Study measures 
Study measures 
Measure Conceptual 
definition 
Items (original indicator) 
or (added) from the 
NSSE 
Response 
Categories 
Scoring 
Use in model 
Peer to Peer 
Student 
Engagement 
(9 items) 
(Bonding Social 
Capital) 
Time and effort 
associated with 
peer to peer student 
interactions and 
activities (Kuh, 
2003, 2009)    
• Asked questions in class or 
contributed to class discussions 
(used in ACL indicator) 
• Made a class presentation (used 
in ACL indicator) 
• Worked with other students on 
projects during class (used in 
ACL indicator) 
• Worked with classmates 
outside of class to prepare class 
assignments (used in ACL 
indicator) 
• Tutored or taught other 
students (used in ACL indicator) 
• Participated in a community-
based project as part  
of a regular course (used in ACL 
indicator) 
• Discussed ideas from your 
readings or classes with others 
outside of class (students, family 
members, coworkers, etc.) (used 
in ACL indicator) 
• Had serious conversations with 
students of a different race or 
ethnicity than your own (added 
item) 
• Had serious conversations with 
student s who are very different 
from you in terms of their 
religious beliefs, political 
opinions, or personal values 
(added item) 
1 = Never 
2 = Sometimes 
3 = Often 
4 = Very often 
 
Scores are 
summed with a 
maximum score 
of 36 and a 
minimum score of 
9 such that the 
higher score 
indicates higher 
levels of peer to 
peer engagement 
  
As dependent 
variable, interval 
level  
Student with 
Faculty 
Engagement 
(6 items) 
(Bridging Social 
Capital) 
Time and effort 
associated with 
activities and 
interactions with 
faculty (Kuh, 2009)    
• Discussed grades or 
assignments with an instructor 
(used in SFI indicator) 
• Talked about career plans with 
a faculty member 
or advisor (used in SFI indicator) 
• Discussed ideas from your 
readings or classes with faculty 
1 = Never 
2 = Sometimes 
3 = Often 
4 = Very often 
 
Scores are 
summed with a 
maximum score 
As dependent 
variable, interval 
level  
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members outside of class (used 
in SFI indicator) 
• Worked with faculty members 
on activities other than 
coursework (committees, 
orientation, student-life 
activities, etc.) (used in SFI 
indicator) 
• Received prompt written or 
oral feedback from 
faculty on your academic 
performance (used in SFI 
indicator) 
• Used email to communicate 
with my instructor (added item) 
of 24 and a 
minimum score of 
6 such that the 
higher score 
indicates higher 
levels of student 
to faculty 
engagement 
 
  
Student with 
University 
Engagement 
(5 items) 
(Linking Social 
Capital) 
Student’s 
perceptions of how 
much an institution 
encourages and 
emphasizes 
services and 
activities that 
supports student 
learning           
(Kuh, 20091) 
• Providing the support you need 
to help you succeed 
academically (used in SCE 
indicator) 
• Helping you cope with your 
non-academic responsibilities 
(work, family, etc.) (used in SCE 
indicator) 
• Providing the support you need 
to thrive socially (used in SCE 
indicator) 
• Encouraging contact among 
students from different 
economic, social, and racial or 
ethnic backgrounds (added item)  
• Attended campus events and 
activities (special speakers, 
cultural performances, athletic 
events (Griswold, 2014) 
1 = Never 
2 = Sometimes 
3 = Often 
4 = Very often 
 
1 = Very little 
2 = Some 
3 = Quite a bit 
4 = Very much 
 
Scores are 
summed with a 
maximum score 
of 16 and a 
minimum score of  
4 such that the 
higher score 
indicates higher 
levels of student 
to university 
engagement 
As dependent 
variable, interval 
level 
Student with 
Profession 
Engagement 
(6 items) 
(Bridging and 
Linking Social 
Capital) 
Time and effort 
associated with 
activities and 
professional 
development that 
students engage in 
and outside of the 
classroom and 
through field 
education 
• Understanding people of other 
racial and ethnic backgrounds 
(EPAS, 2008) 
• Developing a personal code of 
values and ethics (EPAS, 2008) 
• Understanding yourself (EPAS, 
2008) 
• Acquiring job or work-related 
knowledge and skills (EPAS) 
• Contributing to the welfare of 
your community (Griswold, 
2014) 
1 = Very little 
2 = Some 
3 = Quite a bit 
4 = Very much 
 
Scores are 
summed with a 
maximum score 
of 24 and a 
minimum score of 
6 such that the 
higher score 
indicates higher 
levels of student 
As dependent 
variable, interval 
level  
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with profession 
engagement 
At-risk student populations 
First Generation 
College Student 
(FGCS) 
(1) A college or 
university student 
from a family 
where no parent 
or guardian has 
received more 
than a  high 
school diploma 
(Choy, 2001), 
(2) a student from 
a family whose 
parents had some 
college experience 
but did not earn a 
degree, Derived 
from (Pike & 
Kuh, 2005),  
 
• What is the highest level of 
education that your father 
completed 
• What is the highest level of 
education your mother 
completed 
1 = Did not finish 
high school 
2 = Graduated 
from high school 
3 = Attended 
college but did not 
complete degree 
4 = Completed an 
associate’s degree  
(A.A., A.S., etc.) 
5 = Completed a 
bachelor’s degree 
(B.A., B.S., etc.) 
6 = Completed a 
master’s degree 
(M.A., M.S., etc.) 
7 = Completed a 
doctoral degree 
(Ph.D., J.D., 
M.D., etc.) 
As independent 
variable, ordinal 
level: 
 
Recoded into:    
1=FGCS 
“Narrow 
Definition” 
2=FGCS 
“Expanded 
Definition” 
3=Not FGCS    
  
 
Transfer Student Students who 
transfer to a college 
or university after 
beginning post-
secondary 
education at 
another institution 
(e.g., community 
college or other 
four year school). 
• Did you begin college at your 
current institution or elsewhere 
1 = Started here 
2 = Started 
elsewhere 
As independent 
variable, 
dichotomous 
level 
 
Recoded as:  
1= transfer 
student 
0= non-transfer 
student  
Military Student Someone who is 
currently serving or 
is a former member 
of the U.S. Armed 
Forces, Reserves, 
or National Guard 
• Are you a current or former 
member of the U.S. Armed 
Forces, Reserves, or National 
Guard 
1 = No 
2 = Yes 
As independent 
variable, 
dichotomous 
level 
 
Recoded as: 
1= Military  
0= Non-Military 
Student Demographics 
Sex  • Institution reported: Gender  1 = Male 
2 = Female 
As independent 
variable, 
dichotomous,  
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Recoded as: 
1= Female 
0= Male 
Age  • Age category 1 = Under 20 
2=  20-24 
3 = 25-34 
4 = 35-44 
5 = 45 and older 
 
As independent 
variable, 
categorical 
Race/Ethnicity  • Institution reported: Race or 
ethnicity  
1 = African 
American/Black 
2 = American 
Indian/Alaska 
Native 
3 = Asian/Pacific 
Islander 
4 = Caucasian/ 
White 
5 = Hispanic 
6 = Other 
7 = Foreign  
8 = Multi-racial/ 
ethnic 
9 = Unknown 
As independent 
variable, 
nominal level 
 
Recoded in to  
1=non-White 
0=White  
Enrollment 
Status 
 • Institution reported: Enrollment 
status 
1 = Part-time 
2 = Full-time 
As independent 
variable, 
dichotomous 
level 
 
Recoded as: 
1= Part Time 
(<12 credit 
hours) 
0= Full Time (≥ 
12 credit hours) 
 
 In sum, a total of 9 items were used for the ‘Peer to Peer Engagement’ domain,  a total of 
6 items used for the ‘Student Engagement with Faculty’ domain a total of 5 items used for the 
‘Student Engagement with University’ domain, and a total of 5 items used to create the ‘Student 
Engagement with Profession’ domain. 
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Data Analysis  
Statistical analysis were conducted using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS) version 23.  The 2011 NSSE data from all five universities were imported into SPSS and 
pre-screened.  Pre-screening data involved examining the data set for input errors, missing data, 
outliers, linearity, and ascertaining that the data fit the assumption of the statistical procedures 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  Pre-screening data began with a series of frequency distributions 
to determine missing data.  Assessing for extreme values or multivariate outliers was done by 
utilizing stem leafs, histograms, and box plots.  A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to test for 
normality and linearity was assessed by the use of residual plots or “prediction errors” (Mertler 
& Vannatta, 2002).    
Once pre-screening was complete, data analysis was conducted using univariate statistics 
to describe the sample population and bivariate and multivariate statistics to answer the research 
questions.   The univariate data analysis was used to describe the sample population (sex, 
race/ethnicity, enrollment status, FGCS status, transfer status, and military status).  For question 
1, that asked about the relationships among the domains of student engagement, a Pearson’s 
correlation coefficient which asks about the relationship between the four types of student 
engagement; each of which were measured at an interval level was conducted.  For question 2, 
which asks about differences of engagement by at-risk groups, a series of t=tests were conducted 
with each group (a dichotomous variable) and each student engagement domain (interval 
measures).  For question 3, which asks about membership in group (dichotomous variable) and 
student characteristics (nominal, ordinal, and interval) predict student engagement, a hierarchical 
and logistic regression analysis was used.     
53 
Human Subjects Research Protection 
This study was being conducted as part of a university dissertation research project, 
which falls under the auspices of the Virginia Commonwealth University Institutional Review 
Board (VCU IRB). The IRB at VCU is charged with reviewing all research protocols involving 
human participants to ensure research is conducted ethically. The IRB is mandated by the U.S. 
Code of Federal Regulations, title 45, to ensure the protection of human subjects during the 
research process (HHS.gov, 2015).  There are three classifications of IRB reviews: full review, 
an expedited review, and an exempt review.  Because all data was de-identified and had been 
previously collected, VCU IRB did not classify this research as human subject research and 
therefore, this study did not need IRB approval. 
Chapter 4 
Results 
This chapter reports the findings of the statistical analysis of the data.  First, a description 
of the sample using univariate analysis is provided followed by, a presentation of missing data 
analysis and prescreening data.  Next, the univariate and bivariate analysis of the each of the 
dependent measures is presented.  Lastly, tests of hypotheses using bivariate and multivariate 
analyses is presented. 
Description of Sample  
This dissertation used secondary data generated by the 2011 National Survey of Student 
Engagement (NSSE).  A purposive, non-probability sample drawn from the administration of the 
NSSE in 2011 from five universities in one southeast state that have accredited, Bachelor of 
Social Work (BSW) programs identified by the Council on Social Work Education was used.  
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The 2011 NSSE survey was selected because it capitalized on the highest number of NSSE 
participating colleges and universities that had BSW programs in that state at the time of this 
dissertation.  In addition, data from two previous years (2009 and 2010) was accessible from one 
university and examined to determine if these data could be included to increase sample size.  
There were no statistically, significant, demographic differences by year (2009, 2010, 2011) for 
sex, race, age, and enrollment in this one university; therefore they were included in the data set.   
Survey data from all five institutions were combined into one .sav file using SPSS’s 
‘merge files’ feature; insuring that each data set contained the same variables, simultaneously 
accounting for unique cases to be included.  The ‘select cases’ feature was then used to identify 
BSW seniors only, the target population.  All freshman BSW students (n=68) were removed 
from the data file.  This left all BSW students who identified themselves as seniors (n=143).      
Missing Data Analysis and Prescreening 
 Missing data can be a major dilemma in data analysis as some respondents miss or 
choose not to answer some survey items (Rubin & Babbie, 2010, and Tabachnick and Fiddell, 
2007).  The frequency distributions for responses associated with the survey items in this data set 
were first reviewed for missing data.  This data set had eight cases where data were missing on 
the majority of the survey items.  This represents 5.5% of the total cases.  The eight cases were 
deleted resulting in a total sample size for this study of N=135.  Among the 135 participants, two 
students had missing data on age and parent education, one student had a missing race response, 
and one student had missing data on all of the items associated with the dependent variable 
“student engagement with university”.  Data were examined for missing items in the 
development of the dependent variables; eight cases had one or two missing data points on 
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different items in one or more of the dependent variables. The ‘replace missing values’ 
procedure was used.  All analyses were run on available data, N=135 
Sample Characteristics 
Demographic characteristics for the total BSW senior sample are summarized in Table 
4.1.  This sample group is predominantly female (88.1%), White (non-Hispanic) (47.8%), ages 
ranging from 20-34 (85.7%) to 35 and older (18.6%) with the majority enrolled as full time (12 
credits or more) (89.6%).  The age and race/ethnicity demographics were recoded to reflect and 
be consistent with the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) demographic characteristics 
of full-time and part-time baccalaureate social work majors nationally (CSWE, 2014).   The 
demographics of this sample are similar to those of the national BSW student population as 
reported to the Council on Social Work Education 2014, Annual Statistics on Social Work 
Education in the United States report: 85.8% female, 52% White (non-Hispanic), ages ranging 
from under 20 (16.9%), 20-34 (64.7%) to 35 and older (11.0%) with the majority BSW students 
enrolled as full time (88.1%) (CSWE, 2014).   
Table 4.1. Sample Demographics 
Sample Demographics 
  Frequency 
N 
Percent 
% 
Race/Ethnicity     
American Indian 0 0 
Asian 3 2.2 
Black or African American 49 36.6 
White (Non-Hispanic) 64 47.8 
Mexican or Mexican 
American 
0 0 
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Puerto Rican 0 0 
Other Hispanic Or Latino 1 .7 
Multicultural 7 5.2 
Other 1 .7 
Prefer not to respond 9 6.8 
 
 
 
Sex 
    
Female 118 88.1 
Male 16 11.9 
Age     
20-24 77 57.9 
25-34 37 27.8 
35-44 7 5.3 
45-Older 12 9.0 
 
Enrollment 
    
Part Time (<12 credits) 14 10.4 
Full Time (>12 credits) 120 89.6 
 
At-risk Student 
   As noted in Chapter Three, the variable ‘First Generation College Student (FGCS)’ was 
developed by combining two of the NSSE questions: “What is the highest level of education 
your father completed” and “What is the highest level of education your mother completed”.  
FGCS has been defined in two ways using a “Narrow Definition” and an “Expanded Definition” 
(see table 3.1).  Using the “Narrow Definition”, 21.1% of the survey participants were identified 
as FGCS compared to 35.3% of the survey participants using the “Expanded Definition (see 
Table 4.2). 
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Table 4.2. At Risk Student Populations 
At Risk Student Populations 
Population Frequency 
(n) 
Percent 
(%) 
First Generation College Student Status  (Narrow Definition)   
Not-First Generation 105 78.9 
First Generation 28 21.1 
First Generation College Student Status (Expanded Definition)   
Not-First Generation 86 64.7 
First Generation 47 35.3 
Transfer Student Status   
Not-Transfer 68 50.7 
Transfer 66 49.3 
Military Student Status   
Not-Military 113 95.8 
Military 5 4.2 
 
  
Transfer student status was captured in the NSSE by the following question: “Did you 
begin college at your current institution or elsewhere?”  The dichotomous response options for 
this question were: “Started here” and “Started elsewhere”.  Those who selected “Started 
elsewhere” were identified as transfer students.  The sample was evenly split; 49.3% of the 
sample population identified as a transfer student (see table 4.2). 
Military student status was captured in the NSSE by the following question: “Are you a 
current or former member of the U.S. Armed Forces, Reserves, or National Guard?”  The 
dichotomous response options for this question were: “No’ or “Yes”.  Nearly all participants 
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(95.8%) indicated that they were not a military student (see table 4.2). Given this very small 
sample of military students (n=5), no further analyses using this variable were conducted. 
Dependent Variables 
 The individual items that make up the dependent variables (Peer to Peer Student 
Engagement, Student Engagement with Faculty, Student Engagement with University, and 
Student Engagement with Profession) used in this study were presented in Chapter Three, table 
3.2.   
Instrumentation Reliability 
 Internal consistency is a statistical measure based on the correlations between different 
items on the same scale, subscale, or test (Jaccard & Becker, 2010).   Measures of internal 
consistency were obtained for the four dependent variable scales in this study by calculating 
Cronbach's alpha.  DeVellis (2012) suggests that alpha levels between .70 and .80 are 
respectable and .80 and .90 are very good.  Reliability coefficients for these scales were at 
respectable and very good levels (alpha = .76 to .83) and even exceeded ones reported by the 
2011 NSSE, which ranged .67 to .80 (NSSE, 2011).  Table 4.3 presents these coefficients. 
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Table 4.3. Reliability Coefficients of Dependent Variables: Cronbach’s alpha 
Reliability Coefficients of Dependent Variables: Cronbach’s alpha 
  Number of 
items Number of cases 
Reliability 
Peer to Peer Student 
Engagement 
9 135 .76 
Student to Faculty 
Engagement 
6 135 .83 
Student Engagement with 
University 
5 135 .83 
Student Engagement with 
Profession 
5 135 .82 
 
Measures of Central Tendency and Dispersion 
 On all of the dependent variable scale items, a four point Likert scale was used for 
response categories: (1) Never, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often, and (4) Very Often. Table 4.4 presents 
univariate statistics for all the engagement measures.  
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Table 4.4. Univariate Statistics for Measures of Dependent Variables 
Univariate Statistics for Measures of Dependent Variables 
Scales N Min- Max 
Scores 
Mean Standard Deviation 
          
Peer to Peer Student 
Engagement 
135 13-36 26.24 4.67 
Student Engagement with 
Faculty  
135 8-24 16.52 3.95 
Student Engagement with 
University 
135 5-20 14.17 3.54 
Student Engagement with 
Profession 
135 10-20 17.59 2.61 
 
Peer to Peer Engagement Scale  
The Peer to Peer scale measured the ways in which students collaborate, learn, and 
engage with their peers in and outside of the classroom.   The scale was scored and summed with 
a maximum score of 36 and a minimum score of 9; such that the higher score indicated higher 
levels of peer to peer engagement.  In this sample, BSW senior’s scores ranged from a low of 13 
to a high of 36, with a mean of 26.24 and a standard deviation of 4.67.  This represents very 
close to a normal bell curved distribution which is illustrated by the histogram below.   
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Figure 4.1. Peer to Peer Engagement Histogram 
 
 
Student Engagement with Faculty Scale 
The Student Engagement with Faculty scale combined survey items that identify ways, 
formally and informally, that faculty engage with students to positively influence cognitive 
growth, development, and persistence.  The scale was scored and summed with a maximum 
score of 24 and a minimum score of 6; such that the higher score indicates higher levels of 
student engagement with faculty.  In this sample, BSW senior’s scores ranged from a low of 8 to 
a high of 24, with a mean of 16.52 and a standard deviation of 3.95.  See histogram for a visual 
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representation in figure 4.2, which represented a relatively normal distribution of engagement 
scores. 
Figure 4.2. Student with Faculty Engagement histogram 
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Student Engagement with University 
 The Student Engagement with University scale combined survey items that identify 
student’s perceptions of how much an institution encourages and emphasizes services and 
activities that engages student learning.  The scale was scored and summed with a maximum 
score of 20 and a minimum score of 5; such that the higher score indicates higher levels of 
student engagement with the university.  In this sample, BSW senior’s scores ranged from a low 
of 5 to a high of 20, with a mean of 14.17 and a standard deviation of 3.54.  See histogram for a 
visual representation in figure 4.3. This distribution is slightly, negatively skewed with a higher 
frequency of students with summed scores below the mean. 
Figure 4.3. Student with University Engagement histogram 
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Student Engagement with Profession 
 The Student Engagement with Profession scale combined survey items that identify 
student’s time and effort associated with activities and professional development that students 
engage in outside of the classroom and in the field.  The scale was scored and summed with a 
maximum score of 20 and a minimum score of 5; such that the higher score indicates higher 
levels of student engagement with the profession.  In this sample, BSW senior’s scores ranged 
from a low of 10 to a high of 20, with a mean of 17.59 and a standard deviation of 2.61.  See 
histogram for a visual representation in figure 4.4, indicating a positively skewed curve with 
extremely high student engagement scores. 
Figure 4.4. Student Engagement with Profession histogram 
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Question One: Relationship among the Dependent Variables 
 The first research question in this study was, “Is there a relationship between the different 
types of student engagement?”  The assumption that there would be a relationship between the 
four dependent variables was tested with Pearson correlation coefficients.  Moderate to strong, 
positive, statistically significant, relationships were found between all pairs of measures (range 
of r =.34 to .73, p<.01).  Drake, Johnson-Reid (2008) identify the strength of the relationship 
beginning with r = .20 as a weak correlation to r =.70 associated with a strong relationship.  The 
strongest relationship observed is between Peer to Peer Engagement and Student Engagement 
with Faculty, r =.73, p<01.  This suggests that students who have strong Peer to Peer 
Engagement also have strong Student with Faculty Engagement as well. The weakest 
relationship is between Student Engagement with Faculty and Student Engagement with 
Profession, r =.34, p<01.  While this relationship may not be as strong as Peer to Peer and 
Student with Faculty, it had a positive, moderate relationship.  This suggests that if students 
demonstrate moderate Student Engagement with Faculty, they will likely have similar 
engagement scores in Student with Profession Engagement as well. Table 4.5 represents the 
correlation coefficients for all of the dependent variables. 
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Table 4.5. Correlation Matrix Between all Dependent Variables 
Correlation Matrix Between all Dependent Variables 
Variable   Peer to Peer 
Engagement 
Student 
Engagement 
with Faculty 
Student 
Engagement 
with 
University 
Student 
Engagement 
with 
Profession 
    r (p) r (p) r (p) r (p) 
Peer to Peer 
Engagement 
  -- -- -- -- 
Student 
Engagement 
with Faculty 
  .730* (.000) -- -- -- 
Student 
Engagement 
with University 
  .406* (.000) .520* (.000) -- -- 
Student 
Engagement 
with Profession 
  .348* (.000) .340* (.000) .427* (.000) -- 
*p<.000, N=135 
Running a Cronbach’s alpha on all of the dependent variables yielded an alpha score of .77; 
suggesting all of the scales are measuring the underlying construct of student engagement.   
Question Two: Relationship between At-Risk Groups and Student Engagement  
Before answering the second research question, two additional analyses were conducted 
to examine the relationships between 1) demographic variables (sex, race, enrollment, and age) 
and at-risk student groups and, 2) demographic variables and the outcome variables (dependent 
variables).   
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Cross tabulations using a Pearson Chi-Square statistic reflecting the relationship between 
demographic variables and at-risk student variables revealed significant differences among the 
variables race and age and FGCS; both were statistically significant, indicating a relationship 
between race and FGCS, 5.307 (1, n=132)=.021, p<.05 and age and FGCS, 15.52 (3, 
n=131)=.001, p<.001.  These relationships indicated a greater percentage of non-White students 
and students who are 35 years old or older than would be expected in a population where there 
was no relationship between age, race and FGCS.  Additionally, the Chi-Square statistic revealed 
relationships between enrollment and age and transfer students.  Both were statistically 
significant, indicating a relationship between enrollment and transfer status, 5.523 (1, 
n=133)=.019, p<.05 and age and transfer status, 31.54 (2, n=132)=.000, p<.001.  This illustrated 
a greater percentage of transfer students enrolled in a part time manner and a greater percentage 
of transfer students were found being 25 years or older than expected (see table 4.6). 
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Table 4.6. Relationship between demographic and at risk student students- Pearson Chi Square 
test 
Relationship between demographic and at risk student students- Pearson Chi Square test 
 FGCS 
(35.3%) 
Non-FGCS 
(64.7%) 
p 
Sex    
Female 35.9% 64.1% .715 
Male 31.3% 68.8%  
Race     
Non White 44.1% 55.9% .021* 
White (Non-Hispanic) 25.0% 75.0%  
Enrollment     
Full Time 33.1% 66.9% .075 
Part Time 57.1% 42.9%  
Age     
20-24 22.4% 77.6% .001* 
25-34 41.7% 58.3%  
35-44 71.4% 28.6%  
45-Older 66.7% 33.3%  
 Transfer 
(48.9%) 
Non-Transfer 
(51.1%) 
p 
 
Sex    
Female 48.7% 51.3% .923 
Male 50.0% 50.0%  
Race     
Non White 52.2% 47.8% .541 
White (Non-Hispanic) 46.9% 53.1%  
Enrollment     
Full Time 45.4% 54.6% .019* 
Part Time 78.6% 21.4%  
Age     
20-24 28.9% 71.1 .000** 
25-34 75.7% 24.3%  
35-44 100% 0.0%  
45-Older 66.7% 33.3%  
*p < .05, **p < .001 
T-tests, examining the relationship between the demographic variables (sex, race, and 
enrollment) and the outcome variables (dependent variables) revealed only one statistically 
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significant relationship -- that between sex and ‘Student with University’ engagement, male 
(n=16, M=12.44, SD=3.31) and female (n=118, M=14.39, SD=3.53), t(132) = -2.09, p = .039.  t 
Female students had statistically significant, higher mean engagement scores compared to their 
male counterparts in the ‘Student with University’ engagement type.  Additionally, an ANOVA 
examining the relationship between age and the outcome variables was conducted, revealing no 
statistically significant relationships (See table 4.7). 
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Table 4.7. Relationship between demographics and four dependent variables- independent 
samples t-test 
Relationship between demographics and four dependent variables- independent samples t-test 
 Peer to Peer 
 N M SD t df p 
Sex       
Male 16 24.88 5.80 -1.21 132 .227 
Female 118 26.38 4.498    
Race       
Non White 70 26.36 4.48 -.264 132 .792 
White (Non-Hispanic) 64 26.14 4.93    
Enrollment       
Full-Time 120 26.31 4.73 -.551 132 .583 
Part-Time 14 25.58 4.42    
------------------       
Age    F df p 
20-24 77 26.79 4.30 1.325 3 .269 
25-34 37 25.66 5.67    
35-44 7 23.73 3.56    
45 or older 12 25.49 3.96    
 Student with Faculty 
 N M SD t df p 
Sex       
Male 16 15.06 4.33 -1.57 132 .119 
Female 118 16.71 3.89    
Race       
Non White 70 16.47 3.90 .089 132 .929 
White (Non-Hispanic) 64 16.53 4.04    
Enrollment       
Full-Time 120 16.37 3.97 1.20 132 .233 
Part-Time 14 17.72 3.85    
------------------       
Age    F df p 
20-24 77 16.73 3.90 .267 3 .849 
25-34 37 16.47 4.35    
35-44 7 15.96 3.04    
45 or older 12 15.75 3.68    
  
71 
 
 Student with University 
 N M SD t df p 
Sex       
Male 16 12.44 3.31 -2.09 13
2 
.039* 
Female 118 14.39 3.53    
Race       
Non White 70 14.37 3.76 -.688 13
2 
.493 
White (Non-Hispanic) 64 13.95 3.33    
Enrollment       
Full-Time 120 13.99 3.51 1.58 13
2 
.116 
Part-Time 14 15.57 3.74    
------------------       
Age    F df p 
20-24 77 14.39 3.14 .646 3 .587 
25-34 37 14.22 3.74    
35-44 7 13.57 4.28    
45 or older 12 12.93 5.09    
 Student with Profession 
 N M SD t df p 
Sex       
Male 16 16.81 3.02 -1.28 13
2 
.204 
Female 118 17.70 2.55    
Race       
Non White 70 17.55 2.56 .096 13
2 
.924 
White (Non-Hispanic) 64 17.59 2.68    
Enrollment       
Full-Time 120 17.59 2.67 .172 13
2 
.864 
Part-Time 14 17.71 2.09    
------------------       
Age    F df p 
20-24 77 17.72 2.59 .420 3 .739 
25-34 37 17.52 2.50    
35-44 7 16.57 2.64    
45 or older 12 17.58 3.29    
Note. N = 133. Sample size, mean, standard deviation, t-score, degrees of freedom, and p value were 
reported for all t-test demographic data with the exception of the age.  An ANOVA was conducted on age 
and reported with an F statistic. 
*p <.05 
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Engagement Differences among At-Risk Students 
Following these preliminary analyses, the second research question “What are the 
differences among at-risk students in each of the four engagement types?”  The researcher posed 
three hypotheses: (a) First Generation College Students (FGCS) have less engagement in all four 
student engagement types than do their non-FGCS counterparts, (b) Transfer students have less 
engagement in all four student engagement types than do their non-FGCS counterparts, and (c) 
Military students from institutions that are classified as being “military friendly” have as much 
peer to peer engagement and student engagement with university as do their non-military 
counterparts. 
First Generation College Students 
To test the first hypotheses among at-risk students and using both definitions of FGCS 
status (‘Narrow Definition’ and ‘Expanded Definition’) discussed in Chapter Three, a series of 
independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare the levels of student engagement 
between FGCS and non-FGCS using a significance level of .05.   
Using the ‘Narrow Definition’ (parent[s] of a student who have no more than a high 
school diploma), there was no statistically, significant difference between levels of engagement 
among FGCS and non-FGCS in all four student engagement types (Peer to Peer, Student with 
Faculty, Student with University, and Student with Profession) (see Table 4.8). 
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Table 4.8. FGCS Narrow Definition independent t-test 
FGCS Narrow Definition independent t-test 
     FGCS    Non-FGCS            
Engagement 
Domain 
  N M SD   N M SD    t df p   
Peer to Peer   28 25.14 5.01   105 26.41 4.52    1.29 131 .200   
Student with 
Faculty 
  28 16.04 3.92   105 16.62 3.99    .68 131 .495   
Student with 
University 
  27 14.00 4.21   105 14.15 3.36    .21 131 .836   
Student with 
Profession 
  28 16.84 2.74   105 17.77 2.56    1.68 131 .095   
*p<.05 
Using the ‘Expanded Definition’ (parent[s] of a student who may have had some college 
education or less but did not complete a degree), there were significant differences between 
levels of engagement among FGCS and non-FGCS in three of the four student engagement 
domains, Peer to Peer, FGCS (n=47, M=24.75, SD=4.40) and non-FGCS (n=86, M=26.91, 
SD=4.61), t(131)=2.62, p = .010, Student with Faculty, FGCS (n=47, M=15.48, SD=3.69) and 
non-FGCS (n=86, M=17.05, SD=4.03), t(131)=2.20, p = .029, and Student with Profession, 
FGCS (n=47, M=16.94, SD=2.50) and non-FGCS (n=86, M=17.92, SD=2.62), t(131)=2.11, p = 
.037.  The data suggests that using the ‘Expanded Definition’, FGCS have less mean engagement 
scores than their non-FGCS counterparts in three out of the four types of college student 
engagement.  Lastly, there was no statistically, significant difference between mean level scores 
of engagement among FGCS and non-FGCS in the ‘Student with University Engagement” 
domain (see Table 4.9). 
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Table 4.9.FGCS Expanded Definition independent t-test 
FGCS Expanded Definition independent t-test 
     FGCS    Non-FGCS            
Engagement 
Domain 
  N M SD   N M SD    t df p   
Peer to Peer   47 24.75 4.40   86 26.91 4.61    2.62 131 .010*   
Student with 
Faculty 
  47 15.48 3.69   86 17.05 4.03    2.20 131 .029*   
Student with 
University 
  46 14.13 4.14   86 14.12 3.19    -.01 131 .990   
Student with 
Profession 
  47 16.94 2.50   86 17.92 2.62    2.11 131 .037*   
*p<.05 
 
Transfer Students 
To test the hypothesis that transfer students have less engagement in all four student engagement 
types than do their non-FGCS counterparts, additional independent t-test were conducted.  There 
was no significant difference between mean scores of engagement among transfer students and 
non-transfer students in all four types of student engagement (Peer to Peer, Student with Faculty, 
and Student with University, and Student with Profession).  While the scores are less for transfer 
students, the results indicate there is no statistically significant difference in levels of student 
engagement among transfer students and their non-transfer student counterparts (see table 4.11).  
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Table 4.10. Transfer Student Engagement Comparison t-test 
Transfer Student Engagement Comparison 
     Transfer 
Student 
   Not-Transfer 
Student 
           
Engagement 
Domain 
  N M SD   N M SD    t df p   
Peer to Peer   66 25.59 4.90   68 26.53 4.36    1.71 132 .243   
Student 
with 
Faculty 
  66 16.08 3.75   68 16.76 4.07    1.02 132 .311   
Student 
with 
University 
 66 13.89 3.92  67 14.33 3.24   .695 125.84 .488  
Student 
with 
Profession 
 66 17.39 2.65  68 17.44 2.79   .100 132 .920   
*p<.05 
Military Students 
 As previously stated, due to extremely low military student numbers (n=5), no bivariate 
statistical analyses were conducted.   
Multivariate 
Prior to considering the multivariate analysis, a test for assumptions examining outliers, 
normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity, was conducted.  After utilizing stem leafs, 
histograms, and box plots, no extreme outliers were detected.  A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was 
used to test for normality on all four dependent variables, Peer to Peer, Student with Faculty, 
Student with University, and Student with Profession. There were challenges assuming normality 
with the Student with Profession type engagement. 
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Although no bivariate relationships between demographics and three of the engagement 
measures (Peer to Peer, Student with Faculty, and Student with Profession) were revealed, 
multivariate analyses, in the form of hierarchical and logistic regressions were performed, 
attempting to identify a model that would provide additional, perhaps hidden, explanations about 
the relationship between group membership and student engagement that were not apparent in 
the bivariate analysis.  However, these models did not reveal any new information.  Therefore, 
bivariate analysis were considered to be an adequate and appropriate approach to understanding 
relationships between risk factors and engagement. No further multivariate analyses were run. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
Discussion 
 This study begins to fill the gap in the literature and form a foundation for future research in 
the area of student engagement in social work education; particularly, engagement with students 
identified or labeled at-risk in BSW programs.  Chapter Five begins with a study overview 
followed by a discussion of findings in relation to the conceptual model as presented in Chapter 
Two.  Answering the study questions, a discussion about the methodological limitations of this 
study, implications for future practice and research, and a conclusion are discussed in this 
chapter. 
Study Overview 
 The aim of this study was to examine student engagement in BSW students, specifically 
among at-risk student groups.  Despite much attention focused on student engagement in general 
student populations at colleges and universities (Kuh, 20092; Kuh, 2007; & Kuh, 2002), there are 
currently no empirical studies that examine this phenomena within undergraduate social work 
programs. Quality undergraduate education is made up of engaged students; students who 
engage in their classes, with their peers, faculty, institutional entities, as well as with discipline 
specific professional organizations (Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005).  This study provided a 
foundation from which to better understand how at-risk social work students engage in order to 
inform social work schools/departments of ways to improve BSW student educational 
experiences.  Additionally, this study begins to fill the gap in the literature by identifying four 
types of BSW student engagement, anchored in or derived from social capital theory (SCT), 
which can be empirically studied and reliably used to measure different types of student 
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engagement: Peer to Peer Engagement, Student with Faculty Engagement, Student with 
University Engagement, and Student with Profession Engagement. 
 This study was done using a cross-sectional research design using a sample of senior 
social work students from five Bachelor of Social Work programs (BSW) in one southeast state.  
The conceptual model posited relationships among student demographics (sex, age, 
race/ethnicity, and enrollment status), at-risk groups (first generation college students, transfer 
students, and military students), and four types of student engagement (peer to peer, student with 
faculty, student with university, and student with profession).  The model was informed by two 
theories, systems theory and social capital theory. Social Capital Theory helped to identify and 
partialize the different types of student engagement while General Systems Theory helped 
predict that there would be relationships among four types of student engagement. 
Discussion of Findings 
Conceptualizing Student Engagement  
This conceptualization of student engagement as four distinct but interrelated types of 
student engagement was a strength of the study and was supported by the findings.  Social 
Capital Theory (SCT) guided the approach to understanding and identifying different ways that 
students engage (with their peers, faculty, university and with the profession) through bonding, 
bridging, and linking activities.  SCT suggests that students who engage with their peers through 
cooperative and trusting relationships are building bonding capital through activities such as 
class discussions, collaborative learning, tutoring other students, and/or important in/out of class 
discussions.  Students who engage with various faculty are building bridging capital through 
activities such as discussing performance and grades, ideas and topics introduced in class, 
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receiving career advice, and feedback on papers and assignments.  Students who engage within 
the university community are building linking capital by receiving support to succeed 
academically and thrive socially, helping cope with non-academic responsibilities, attending 
campus events and activities, and encouraging contact among diverse populations.  Lastly, 
students who engage with the profession are building a combination of both bridging and linking 
capital in the classroom and field activities surrounding the development of a personal code of 
ethics, acquiring job related skills and knowledge, and contributing to the welfare of student’s 
community.  
 Building upon the original conceptualization of the NSSE, three types of student 
engagement (peer to peer, student to faculty, and student to university) were found to have 
respectable to very good measurement reliability which was increased by the addition of 1 to 3 
items in each engagement type.  The additional items were added to the different types of student 
engagement based on key learning expectations that take place through students’ field education 
experiences, or what is referred to as social work’s “signature pedagogy”  (Holden, Barker, 
Rosenberg, Kuppens, & Ferrell, 2011; Wayne, Bogo, & Raskin, 2010).   Keeping the additional 
items as part of these three engagement types would be recommended for future studies in social 
work when using the NSSE survey.    
Because there was no conceptual definition of Student with Professional Engagement in 
the NSSE, the researcher developed a conceptual definition based on the literature (Holden, 
Barker, Rosenberg, Kuppens, & Ferrell, 2011; Wayne, Bogo, & Raskin, 2010; Council on Social 
Work Education, 2008; & Griswold, 2014); time and effort associated with activities and 
professional development that students engage in, inside and outside of the classroom and 
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through field education, to be measured by six NSSE items.  While the NSSE questions that the 
researcher identified for this engagement type had strong internal consistency, there was very 
little variation in engagement levels within the profession in this sample of students.  This could 
be explained due to the highly structured experiences that occur in field education, guided by 
carefully planned out learning goals set for students in their internship placements in which all 
students are required to participate.   
Additionally, many students that participated in this survey already completed half of 
their senior year in their field placement and some even had additional field experience from a 
junior field placement. The fact that most students in this sample had prior experience in this 
engagement type might account for the clustering of high scores in this measure.  However, to 
better measure engagement with the profession, there needs to be further exploration of 
additional items that could better represent key “professional behaviors” that are requisite for 
professional practice and outlined by the Council on Social Work Education’s Educational 
Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) and are central to all BSW students’ engagement in 
curricular programming (Council on Social Work Education, 2008).  Consequently, once this 
type of engagement is fully developed, it may have application for other professional disciplines 
such as nursing, education, or medicine.   
Answering the Study Questions 
This study was guided by three questions, which derive from the conceptual model 
outlined in Chapter Two (see figure 2.1): (a) Is there a relationship between the different types of 
student engagement? (b) What are the differences in student engagement for each of the at-risk 
groups? and (c) To what extent does membership in at-risk groups predict student engagement? 
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Question One: Student Engagement Relationships 
The first research question in this study was “Is there a relationship between the different 
types of student engagement?”  This question was answered by conducting a Pearson correlation 
coefficient analysis with the four types of student engagement.  The results of the analysis 
suggested positive, moderate to strong, statistically significant relationships between all pairs of 
student engagement measures.  The strongest relationship in this sample occurred between the 
Peer to Peer Engagement and Student with Faculty Engagement and the weakest relationship 
occurred between Student with Faculty Engagement and Student with Profession Engagement.  
Stated another way, students who reported more Peer to Peer Engagement also reported more 
Student with Faculty Engagement as well.   With all pairs of student engagement measures, as 
one type of student engagement increased so did the corresponding engagement type, suggesting 
that BSW seniors in this sample were engaged across the board in many areas of their college 
life.  
 The findings from this study suggested that GST was a useful theory or scaffolding to 
understand how all four types of engagement interacted in important ways with BSW students in 
this sample. It further suggests that students who live and learn in these university systems from 
which this sample was drawn, engage with these individual system parts in different ways, and 
although their engagement with peers, faculty, and larger university systems is related, students 
nonetheless have different engagement experiences with the different individual subsystems 
(Turner, 2011).  Each of the four types of student engagement contributed a different piece of the 
overall engagement picture that made up a student’s college experience and contributed to the 
totality of a student’s experience.  
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Question Two: At-risk Students and Engagement  
 The second research question posed in this study was “What are the differences in student 
engagement for each of the at-risk groups”?   Two preliminary analyses were conducted prior to 
answering this question, (a) refinement of the definition of FGCS and (b) examination of the 
relationship between student demographics and at-risk student groups. 
Refining the definition of First Generation College Students 
There is not one agreed upon definition in the literature of what constitutes FGCS.  Choy 
(2001) refers to FGCS as a student from a family where neither parent had more than a high 
school education.  Pike and Kuh (2005) refer to FGCS as a student from a family where neither 
parent has a bachelor degree.  The researcher chose to define FGCS as a student from a family 
whose parents may have experienced some college education (community college or four year 
university) but did not earn a degree.  This ‘expanded definition’ provided a better analytical 
measure, in that there was more variation.  This definition takes into account if either or both of a 
student’s parents had up to some college experience but failed to successfully earn a degree.  The 
knowledge, which is commonly conveyed by parents to their children about what is necessary to 
experience college success or “cultural capital”, may be lacking among FGCS as their parents 
may not have attended college or may lack the knowledge or necessary experiences requisite for 
college success (Forbus, Newbold, & Mehta, 2011).  By including those students whose parents 
may have had some college experience but failed to earn a degree, this study would capture the 
influence of how that failure could have impacted engagement levels of their children. 
83 
Demographics and At-risk student groups  
In this study sample, there were statistically significant relationships between race and 
FGCS and age and FGCS.  This suggests a greater percentage of non-White students and “non-
traditionally aged students” (35 years and older) in the FGCS groups than would be expected.  
These results corroborate what the literature indicates about FGCS, that demographically they 
are more likely to be older and non-white (Petty, 2014; Soriaa and Stebleton, 2012; Engle 2007; 
Pascarella et al., 2004).  
According to Swecker, Fifolt, & Searby (2013), the estimated percentage of FGCS in the 
U.S., using the same definition, a student whose parents may have had some college experience 
but did not earn a degree, is approximately 30%.  The percentage of FGCS in this study sample 
(35.3%) exceeded the national estimated average using the researcher’s definition above.  While 
this study is not generalizable to all BSW students and programs nationally, the percentage of 
declared social work majors was above the estimated national average (Swecker, Fifolt, & 
Searby, 2013).   
While work activity and living arrangements were not part of this study, FGCS tend to 
work part time, live off campus, and often have lower levels of academic engagement with their 
peers and faculty (Pascarella et al., 2004).  As such, including these variables in future studies 
may provide a fuller understanding of FGCS college experiences.  This has implications that tie 
back to “student success”, student retention, persistence, and ultimately graduation.  This 
knowledge can help shape the conversation about how best to establish effective programming 
by identifying tailored approaches to increase engagement in BSW education for all FGCS that 
exhibit lower levels of engagement. 
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Transfer Students 
Transfer students were defined as students who began college at one institution and then 
transferred to a different college or university.  In this study sample and among the student 
demographics, there were statistically significant relationships between enrollment and transfer 
status and age and transfer status.  This suggests a much greater percentage of transfer students 
enrolled in a part time manner, than would be expected.  It would be expected that students in 
this sample resemble those in other studies, suggesting that transfer students often work while 
enrolled in college courses (Ishitani & McKitrick, 2010). It is not uncommon for part time 
students to work while taking college courses which is often associated with less time on campus 
and less engagement in their college experiences (Handel & Williams, 2012; Handel, 2009).   
This has important implications on understanding how transfer students engage and how 
programming might be adjusted to accommodate part time students.  For example, BSW 
programs could offer face to face engagement opportunities in the evenings after conventional 
work hours or on the weekends.  In addition, programming could extend traditional types of face 
to face engagement into online environments, i.e.: student Facebook pages, online peer 
mentoring (with flexible hours), video conferencing between students and advisors, twitter 
handles that provide opportunities to share information and connect students to their peers and 
faculty, and building online communities that facilitate opportunities for students to engage using 
various electronic mediums.   
Additionally, a larger than expected percentage of transfer students were found to be 
twenty five years old or older, compared to native college students who are typically between the 
ages eighteen and twenty three (Ishitani & McKitrick, 2010).  Older students often have other 
85 
life obligations, i.e., work and family that might also account for their part-time enrollment 
status.  Again, extending engagement opportunities during non-traditional hours and using 
electronic mediums to engage students in new and innovative ways may afford BSW programs 
effective tools to engage transfer students who are older and enrolled in a part time manner.  
At-risk Students and Engagement Types 
Two of the three hypotheses associated with question two were tested:  (a) FGCS have 
less engagement in all four student engagement types than do their non-FGCS counterparts, (b) 
Transfer students have less engagement in all four student engagement types than do their non-
FGCS counterparts. The third hypothesis about military students from institutions that are 
classified as being “military friendly” having as much Peer to Peer engagement and Student 
University engagement as do their non-military counterparts was not tested because the response 
rate for military students was too low (n=5). 
Hypothesis A 
In this study sample and using the expanded definition for FGCS, FGCS students 
reported less engagement in three of the four student engagement types, Peer to Peer, Student 
with Faculty, and Student with Profession than did their non-FGCS classmates. These findings 
are consistent with other studies that suggest that FGCS are less likely to develop strong  
relationships with their peers and faculty than their non-FGCS counterparts (Pike & Kuh, 2005; 
Soria & Stebleton 2012; Lundberg, Schreiner, Hovaguimian, & Miller 2007 ).     
For example, Peer to Peer Engagement is associated with engagement requiring students 
to be available to meet outside of scheduled class time to study, do group work, discuss ideas 
from class readings, or to be engaged in community based projects (NSSE, 2011).  Some FGCS 
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may not have been exposed to or recognize the importance of connecting and networking with 
other students or did not have the “cultural capital” from their parents to understand this to be a 
vital part of the college culture, necessary for student success.  
In the Student with Faculty Engagement type, FGCS in this sample spent less time 
interacting with faculty members and engaged less in the activities associated with this 
engagement type such as talking about career plans, discussing ideas or readings from class, 
outside of class, or worked with faculty members on identified research projects than their non-
FGCS counterparts.  This is consistent with the literature that suggests that FGCS tend to be less 
engaged in the academic experiences that foster success in activities such as interacting with 
faculty, participating in extracurricular activities, and using support services (Engle & Tinto, 
2007; Pike & Kuh, 2005).  While purely speculative and only based on the researchers own 
observations and student engaged experiences, this may be associated with students assuming 
that there is little value in these types of activities and relationships and/or that FGCS may be 
intimidated by approaching faculty members through individual meetings, advising interactions, 
discussing assignments and grades, or even asking questions in class.  
Lastly, in the Student with Profession Engagement type, student’s levels of engagement 
were not normally distributed.  There was very little variation in this measure, with most of the 
scores at the high end of the scale.  It was not a surprise to find less variation in this measure 
compared to the other types of engagement because field education is a required component for 
all students in BSW programs during their senior year.  This type of student engagement was 
measured by engagement activities such as acquiring job or work related knowledge and skills, 
contributing to the welfare of community, developing a personal code of ethics, or other 
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activities which are intended to be an integral part of field education experiences for all students 
in their senior year. 
Hypothesis B 
In this study sample, almost half of all students (49.3%) were classified as transfer 
students.  However, there were no statistically significant differences in any of the four types of 
student engagement between transfer students and their non-transfer student counterparts.  This 
was a surprising finding given what is discussed in the literature about the struggles that many 
transfer students face moving into four year colleges and universities (Fauria & Fuller, 2015; 
Fauria & Slate, 2014; Handel & Williams, 2012).  While surprising, the finding suggests that 
transfer students in this sample of BSW seniors were engaging at similar levels as non-transfer 
students in all four types of engagement, which is very good news.   
   The researcher has two possible explanations for this finding.  First, the 
schools/departments of social work in this sample were small compared to larger programs that 
exist in the humanities and sciences (i.e.: psychology, sociology, anthropology, etc…).  As such, 
these BSW programs may have facilitated more opportunities for all students to learn through 
hands on role play activities, small and large classroom discussions, and student group 
exchanges requiring critical thinking and ethical decision making, typical of undergraduate social 
work programs.  These exchanges provide a direct interface between students and their peers and 
students and their faculty members which could act as a “protective” factor, offsetting some of 
the known engagement challenges that many transfer students face.  Because there is no known 
literature that examines this possible explanation, the researcher cannot compare this study’s 
finding to other studies.  This may be an area for future studies. 
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Second, the students who participated in this this study were BSW seniors.  By the time 
they completed this survey, many transfer students were fully assimilated into their programs and 
successfully adopted their new academic and cultural expectations requisite for “student 
success”.  This poses interesting questions for future research.  For example, “What might we 
learn from sophomore and junior transfer students regarding their student engagement?” or “Is 
there a relationship between non-persistence/dropout rates and transfer student’s levels of 
engagement?” 
Hypothesis C 
 Due to insufficient numbers of students who identified themselves as ‘military students’ 
(n=5), no analysis was run using this at-risk student population.    
Question Three: Group Membership and Engagement 
 In attempt to examine whether membership in an at-risk group(s) predicted engagement, 
multivariate analyses, in the form of hierarchical and logistic regression were performed.  When 
examining the relationship between the demographic variables and the four types of student 
engagement, there were no statistically significant relationships with the exception of sex and the 
Student with University Engagement type.  This suggests that female students had statistically 
significant, higher mean engagement scores compared to their male counterparts in the Student 
with University Engagement type.  Additionally, an ANOVA analysis, examining the 
relationship between age and the four types of student engagement, was conducted revealing no 
statistically significant relationships.   
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Methodological Limitations 
 Although this study provides important information on understanding how two groups of 
at-risk social work students, FGCS and transfer students in five BSW programs in one southeast 
state, engaged in various types of student engagement, several limitations exist.  First, the total 
sample (N=135) was very low and the distribution of survey participants from each of the five 
BSW programs were not proportionally represented, with one institution having had the majority 
of students who participated in this study.  Additionally, while there were areas and levels of 
student engagement among FGCS that were statistically significant compared to their non-FGCS 
counterparts, the practical implications may not have been as significant. This is important for 
the researcher to be mindful of so not to overstate the practical implications of the findings.  
Measurement Limitations 
While using the NSSE survey to measure three out of the four engagement types (Peer to 
Peer, Student with Faculty, and Student with University) was a strength, supported by previous 
studies using the NSSE (Popkess & McDaniel, 2014; Hatch, 2012; Beachboard, Beachboard, Li, 
& Adkison, 2011; Kuh, 2001, 2002, 20092) , it was a challenge when creating the “Student with 
Profession” engagement type.  Even though the NSSE questions were relevant to measure this 
type of engagement, the researcher was limited to only using the ones in the established survey.  
Additional questions could be added to the ones already used in the NSSE to strengthen 
the Student with Profession type of engagement.  There may be other questions related to 
student’s professional experiences and engagement; for example, “I am able to use self-reflection 
in my work with clients”, “I am able to connect my classroom learning into my practice with 
clients in my internship”, “ My internship experiences are preparing me for professional practice 
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after graduation”, or “I am able to effectively navigate through ethical dilemmas in my internship 
similar to ones that have been discussed in my classes”.   
 Additionally, the secondary data set used in this study was limited to survey questions 
that quantitatively measured student engagement activities which did not afford the researcher 
the ability to inquire about other important and compelling questions that may have provided 
more of a rich description of the student engagement experience, especially for students 
identified as FGCS.  Adding a qualitative component to this study could have provided a richer 
dimensionality to the understanding of the student experience by including questions that 
inquired about FGCS experiences among the various types of student engagement.  Examples 
could have included open ended questions such as “what types of engagement that you 
participated in assisted you with your studies at this institution?”, “what types of interactions 
with peers, faculty, university, and profession would have been helpful to you?”, or “are there 
types of engagement that you feel your institution should be more mindful of when engaging 
with students?”. 
Design Limitations 
Using a cross-sectional design, this study was limited to examining student engagement 
at one point in time and did not examine a student’s progress from entry until graduation.  It 
would be important to conduct a longitudinal, panel study of newly admitted students, freshman 
and transfer, over the course of their time in a BSW program to understand change over time.  
This would afford the researcher the opportunity to study the levels and types of student 
engagement among at-risk students at different points in time (freshman, sophomore, junior, and 
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senior years) to see if they change.  There is no current literature that reflects an annual 
examination of student engagement from entry until graduation. 
By examining student engagement annually and over time, the researcher would be able 
to determine when some at-risk students experience lower levels of engagement.  For example, 
there may be adjustment challenges for transfer students that impact how they engage in their 
new university and program of study based on cultural and academic shifts (Handle & Williams, 
2012).  As such, it is reasonable to consider that some transfer students drop out prior to reaching 
their senior year (Handle, 2009).  This study’s findings support the speculation that those transfer 
students who successfully made it to their senior year and participated in this survey were able to 
adjust to the new culture and academic expectations of the new institutions.  However, other 
transfer students may not have been able to adapt to the new institutional and program changes 
and dropped out of college.  The experiences of these students was not captured in this survey.  
Having all levels of student engagement data over time would provide a more comprehensive 
examination of a student’s engagement trajectory and provide BSW programs the information to 
appropriately shift programming to facilitate increased engagement during specific times of low 
student engagement.  
Lastly, because this sample only contained five BSW accredited programs from one 
southeastern state in the U.S., the results were not generalizable to BSW programs nationally. 
The study population sample was not representative of all BSW students and programs in the 
United States and therefore only represented the five participating programs.   
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Research and Practice Implications  
Research Implications 
This study begins to address the gap in the literature regarding undergraduate social work 
education by identifying four preliminary types of BSW engagement that can be empirically 
studied and reliable for use in future BSW engagement studies.  This study provided a 
foundation from which to build onto the already strong measures of Peer to Peer Engagement, 
Student with Faculty Engagement, and Student with University Engagement developed by the 
NSSE and successfully adapted by this researcher.  These three types of student engagement 
represent good measures of student engagement (Kuh, 20092) and should be considered for 
future studies related to BSW student engagement. 
 However, as previously discussed, the levels of Student with Professional Engagement in 
this sample were not normally distributed and displayed a negative skew (see Figure 4.4).  
Again, this could be attributed to the fact that the survey was completed during BSW student’s 
senior year, in which field educational experiences are required components in all BSW 
programs.  It may also be skewed due to how the items in this scale may not have captured what 
the Council on Social Work Education states is central to students’ professional learning in the 
field; “…to socialize students to perform the role of practitioner- connect and integrate theory 
and practice” (Council on Social Work Education, 2008, p.8).  The development of additional 
questions to the items that the researcher used to measure this engagement type would add to a 
fuller representation of the Student with Profession Engagement measurement and would be 
recommended prior to its use in future studies. 
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Practice Implications 
The important implications about these findings were how the four types of engagement 
have application in BSW programs that occur through activities associated with social capital 
theory, bonding, bridging, and linking interactions.  In practical terms, when students experience 
Peer to Peer Engagement, they often form bonding interactions that are based on trust and 
cooperative relationships with other students who see themselves as having a similar social 
identity (Dika, 2012).  This type of engagement creates an atmosphere that often facilitates 
positive interactions that take the form of class discussions, collaborative learning, tutoring other 
students, and/or important in/out of class discussions where student differences are shared and 
learned from (NSSE, 2011).  While this study did not measure levels of trusting relationships, 
many of the above mentioned activities within this this engagement type were closely associated 
with students forming trusting relationships with other students.  
Given the findings about FGCS, that they have lower levels of Peer to Peer Engagement 
than their non-FGCS counterparts, schools/programs of social work can be purposeful in creating 
programming that encourages peer to peer interaction, assisting FGCS becoming acculturated to 
important engagement that contributes to their persistence and college success.  For example, 
peer mentoring programs designed to guide professional and personal development, self-
efficacy, and resourcefulness (Wang, 2012) are key.  They can assist many FGCS that may not 
have the level of cultural capital necessary to understand what is expected of them by colleges 
and universities.  Specifically, FGCS may benefit most from this engagement if they are assigned 
to a peer mentor who is also a FGCS.  The purposeful exchanges and interactions can assist new 
FGCS form a healthy foundation necessary for them to become integrated and thrive in their new 
college environment.  Additional activities like supplemental instruction sessions lead by junior 
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or senior students to facilitate peer learning (Dawson, van der Meer, Skalicky, & Cowley, 2014) 
or social work student organizations designed to engage students in on-campus and community 
based activities using a peer to peer engagement model designed to foster social integration 
(Lundberg, 2014) are examples of what BSW programs can employ programmatically, to 
address low levels of Peer to Peer Student Engagement, especially among FGCS. 
When students experience Student with Faculty Engagement, they often create bridging 
interactions that occur between students and various faculty members.  By its very nature, these 
interactions occur across social divisions, like social identity, that students can benefit from 
(Sreter & Woolcock, 2004; Putnam, 2000).  For example, when students interact with faculty 
members, they should be able to discuss important learning opportunities through activities like 
feedback on papers and assignments, discuss performance and grades, discuss ideas and topics 
that are introduced in class, receive important career advice, or even participate in student/faculty 
research activities (NSSE, 2011).  
  In this study and as previously discussed, FGCS had statistically significant, lower 
engagement scores in the Student with Faculty Engagement type than their non-FGCS 
counterparts.  Given the above mentioned activities associated with this engagement type, BSW 
programs can be purposeful in creating programming that encourages student’s engagement with 
faculty.  For example, having specific course offerings where faculty work with FGCS to build 
the vital cultural capital necessary for successful persistence and graduation is essential.  These 
courses are often one credit, introduction to university style classes that focus on important skill 
sets necessary for college success.  Specific to FGCS, courses could focus on a wide range of 
topics that build cultural capital; from how to approach an instructor when there are issues or 
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concerns in a class, how to participate or effectively create study groups with other students to 
prepare for course exams, papers, or group projects, to how to understanding, navigate, and 
access important university resources like records and registration, financial aid, and university 
counseling services.  Additionally, providing incentives or requiring individual meetings with 
students and their faculty instructors throughout a semester to discuss grades and performance on 
assignments and class activities is a relatively simple way to increase student faculty 
engagement.   
Other ideas include encouraging and supporting the opportunity for FGCS to learn about 
and conduct research with faculty members who have similar research interests (Thompkins, 
Rogers, & Cohen, 2009) and to have academic advisors encourage FGCS to approach and 
engage faculty in appropriate ways that they may not be aware of or comfortably initiating 
(Heisserer & Parette, 2002).  While these suggestions do not represent a comprehensive list of 
activities that BSW programs can use to induce student and faculty engagement, they do provide 
a starting point for programs to begin to create purposeful programming so that FGCS can be 
become familiar with the ways that social work programs expect them to engage with faculty. 
When students experience Student with University Engagement, they create linking 
interactions that are derived out of relationships with communities and institutions that have 
relative power over them (Hawkins & Maurer, 2012).  University environments have many 
entities that often influence and impact students.  For example, career services provide important 
access to resume writing workshops, post-graduation job information, or other types of important 
pre-professional development.  In addition, students benefit from academic and social supports 
that are created by various university offices and programs through campus workshops, events, 
96 
speakers, or cultural events.  Students in this study demonstrated moderate engagement scores in 
this engagement type.  Both transfer students and FGCS had no statistically significant 
differences in engagement scores compared to their non-transfer and non-FGCS counterparts, 
suggesting that the five BSW programs in this study were doing well with the Student with 
University Engagement type.  While this type of engagement may vary from institution to 
institution, some programs may need to create specific programming that will address lower 
engagement scores.   
Lastly, when students experience Student with Profession Engagement, a combination of 
both bridging and linking activities are associated with these types of experiences.  Students in 
this engagement type are exposed to important formal and informal professional networks that 
afford unique access to professionals in the field, job opportunities, or post-graduation 
experiences that may not have been available to them without the benefit of the networked 
relationship (Hawkins and Maurer, 2012; Putnam, 2000). Again, this engagement type requires 
further development prior to its use in future studies.   
Based on the results of this study, FGCS had statistically significant, lower engagement 
scores than their non-FGCS counterparts in Student with Profession Engagement type.  These 
findings suggest that levels of key engagement activities are lower for FGCS.  With field 
education being the ‘signature pedagogy’ (Holden, Barker, Rosenberg, Kuppens, & Ferrell, 
2011; Wayne, Bogo, & Raskin, 2010) in social work education, attention to how students are 
engaging in this environment is critical.  Because social work programs have unique connections 
and networks with community partners/agencies and the knowledge that FGCS sometime lack 
the necessary cultural capital associated with professional engagement, they can work to connect 
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FGCS with job related activities and post-graduation opportunities by creating field job fairs that 
provide students the ability to interact with employers through informational interviewing, job 
interviewing, and even post-graduation volunteering.  In order to prepare FGCS for success in 
these types of Student with Profession activities, providing preparatory orientations where 
professional attire and interactions are introduced and practiced.  In addition, university career 
center programs and workshops can expose FGCS to purposeful activities that prepare them to 
enter the professional job market (resume and cover letter writing, interviewing skills, and job 
related searches) which is an important skill as student prepare to graduate and enter professional 
practice, especially those classified as FGCS.    
Suggestions for future research  
 Ideas for future research suggested from this study could include: 
1. The researcher could use the four engagement types to examine a longitudinal, 
panel study that would measure levels of student engagement for freshman and transfer 
students from their institutional point of entry until graduation; measuring engagement 
levels of all students at each classification status: freshman, sophomore, junior, and 
senior.  This would also afford the researcher the opportunity to study levels of retention 
and drop out trends that occur at specific points in a student’s academic journey.  
Additionally, the researcher could add a qualitative component to the study in order to 
gain a richer description of the student engagement experience, especially for students 
identified as FGCS.  It would also provide important information pertaining to the level 
of cultural capital FGCS have as they enter a college environment and what type of 
programming might be employed to assist them in their acclimation to a new post-
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secondary learning environment and set them up for success.  This would also provide a 
fuller picture of the levels of student engagement throughout a student’s journey, 
identifying points in time where lower levels of engagement occur among certain at-risk 
groups of students’ engagement in deficient areas. 
2. To move toward a more generalizable model, representing BSW students and 
programs nationally, the researcher could use NSSE data sets and the four engagement 
types to select one BSW program from each state to include in a national sample. 
Working to make this a more representative sample, the researcher would consult with 
the Council on Social Work Education and the Association of Baccalaureate Program 
Directors to assist the researcher in identifying which BSW programs to include.  This 
would afford the researcher an opportunity to gain a larger picture of BSW student 
engagement in the U.S 
3. To be able to better understand if BSW programs act as a “protective” factor for 
transfer students in all four types of student engagement, the researcher would like to 
compare transfer student engagement among various undergraduate social work 
programs to transfer student engagement in other programs in the humanities and 
sciences (ie: psychology, sociology, anthropology, etc…) by analyzing NSSE data from 
various colleges and universities.  This may provide insight into social work student 
engagement practices that may have application in other disciplines.   
4. To date, this is the only study to examine BSW student engagement using NSSE data.  
Given the promise of the aforementioned engagement types, the researcher would be 
interested to study online or distance education forms of undergraduate social work 
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education to ascertain whether any differences in levels of engagement occur between 
face to face programming and hybrid and/or fully online programming.   
Conclusion 
 The objective of this study was to understand how undergraduate social work students 
engage in their BSW programs of study, specifically those identified as at-risk.  Interest in this 
topic emerged from the researcher’s prior experience working with BSW students in an advising 
capacity and further supported by the literature (Kuh, 20091, 20092; Kuh, Kinzie, Bridges, & 
Hayek, 2007).  While there are many variables that contribute to students being successful in 
their academic experiences, student engagement has emerged as one of the most important 
indicators tethered to student success (Hatch, 2012; Pascarella, & Terenzini 2005; Wolf-Wendal, 
Ward, & Kinzie 2009; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  However, not all students experience student 
success and those labeled at-risk, face unique engagement challenges.  A large piece the student 
success puzzle is tied to how engaged a student is in his/her courses and programs of study; 
specifically how students engage with their peers, engage with faculty, with the larger university 
community, and also how engagement in their profession prepares them for academic and future 
professional success (Kuh, 2009) 2.   
This study found that among the three identified at-risk student populations (transfer 
students, FGCS, and military students), FGCS had statistically significant, lower engagement 
scores in three out of the four engagement types (peer to peer, student with faculty, and student 
with profession) than their non-FGCS counterparts.  Being that student engagement is an integral 
component of student success (Bulger & Watson, 2006; Campbell & Nutt, 2008; McCarthy & 
Kuh, 2006; Sayles & Shelton, 2005), the researcher proposed beginning suggestions on ways that 
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BSW programs might employ programmatic strategies to address lower engagement scores in 
each of the various engagement types.   
In this study’s findings, transfer student’s engagement scores were comparable to their 
non-transfer counterparts in all four engagement types, suggesting that transfer students in the 
five BSW programs in this study had similar engagement levels of student engagement in all 
four engagement types as their non-transfer counterparts.  Lastly, the researcher was not able to 
evaluate military students because the response rate for military students was too low (n=5).  No 
analyses were conducted.   
By understanding how at-risk BSW students engage, schools/departments of social work 
can tailor specific programming designed to increase their engagement and overall student 
success; with the goal of FGCS and Non FGCS having the same engagement levels in all four 
engagement types.  BSW programs that create unique programmatic for students to engage, 
whether that be establishing peer mentor programs to address lower engagement scores in the 
Peer to Peer Engagement type, creating student and faculty research opportunities in the Student 
with Faculty Engagement type, or facilitating social work field/job fairs to address lower levels 
engagement scores in the Student with Profession Engagement type, will be better able to 
address the challenges that at-risk students face in BSW education, specifically FGCS.   
This study is one of the first of its kind to focus solely on BSW student engagement using 
NSSE data.  While there is needed development in the Student with Profession Engagement type 
and the study results were not generalizable to all BSW students and programs nationally, this 
research helps build a solid foundation from which to better understand how undergraduate 
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social work students engage and what types of engagement can be empirically studied and 
reliably measured.  
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